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Preface

In the first edition we expressed our hope that readers would enjoy the book as
much as we enjoyed writing it and that it succeeded in meeting its remit: to
impart some understanding of US foreign policy, discomfort cosy preconcep-
tions about the impact of the US upon the world, and encourage our audience
to delve deeper into the challenging and sometimes murky realm of post-war
American foreign policy. It seems from the feedback that we were largely
successful and we were thus delighted to be invited to develop our work
further in a second edition.

The aim of this second edition is similar to the first, namely to provide a
coherent account of how US foreign policy started out in 1945, how it
developed and engaged with a bewildering range of challenges, how it has
evolved since the Cold War, and how its formulators have struggled to recon-
cile American principles with policy practice. To do this we have tried to again
strike the delicate balance between providing sufficient information for readers
to formulate their independent judgements about US foreign policy issues
and providing our own, or renderings of other people’s, interpretations and
judgements. We have also retained the successful original structure insofar as
the book blends chronological, analytic and regional chapters and is written in
a way that, after Chapter 1, readers can ‘pick and mix’ chapters in response to
their interests and needs – albeit we strongly recommend reading it from cover
to cover!

This book is, however, substantially different to the first. The post-Cold War
section has been completely restructured and rewritten to provide more
detailed assessment of the end of the Cold War, three new regional chapters
and a much fuller conclusion. We have also paid close attention to the com-
ments of reviewers and of readers for the second edition’s Cold War chapters,
which were encouragingly positive but sometimes reflected our own frustration
in having to omit things we felt were important. We have consequently begged,
borrowed and stolen extra space to, for instance, provide more coverage of US
Cold War policy towards Africa and Europe, new material on nuclear strategy,
more analysis of economic statecraft, more detail about détente and Carter’s
human rights policy, greater referencing/guide to reading, and comment on
Cold War historiographical debates. Inevitably we still had to edit out some
material that we would have preferred to include but hope that what is left goes



some way to meeting the advice of our academic colleagues. Finally, and
perhaps above all else, we are grateful for the indulgence of Routledge and the
series editors. Without their latitude and understanding we would not have
been able to produce for students what, in our opinion at least, is an improved,
more detailed and more challenging introduction to US foreign policy since
1945.

Alan P. Dobson and Steve Marsh
20 November 2005
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1 US foreign policy
Evolution, formulation and
execution

I recognize that taking Saddam out was unpopular. But I made the decision
because I thought it was in the right interests of our security. . . . People love
America. Sometimes they don’t like the decisions made by America, but I
don’t think you want a president who tries to become popular and does the
wrong thing.

President George W. Bush, 8 October 20041

President Clinton and I . . . have spoken often about the goals of American
foreign policy. Boiled down, these have not changed in more than 200 years.
They are to ensure the continued security, prosperity, and freedom of our
people.

Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, 19982

Such words provoke more questions than they answer. Not everyone agrees
with Bush that it was in US best interests to invade Iraq. In a democracy are
presidents supposed to do what they controversially believe is right, even when
it is contrary to majority opinion? And Albright’s concepts – security, prosper-
ity and freedom – differ in meaning under Cold War, post-Cold War and post
9/11 conditions. So, what exactly is foreign policy and how should it be con-
ducted in democracies? These are not the fatuous questions they may seem.
For example, foreign policy has traditionally been seen as the pursuit of the
national interest in the external relations of states, but there has never been a
precise boundary between the domestic and international spheres and there
have always been important non-state actors. Economic well-being, political
values and security are always matters of national interest, but these are broad
and flexible concepts and strategies for securing them change. As a result,
policies have to be constantly recrafted to meet new challenges such as terror-
ists who do not observe the norms of the state system; intermestic issues in an
interdependent global economy, which can often trump the priority of trad-
itional security interests; and organisations such as the United Nations (UN),
the European Union (EU) and multinational corporations (MNCs), which
play according to international rather than national rules. The change most
currently in focus is terrorism and, as Mao Tse-tung observed, terrorists move
among the people as a fish swims in the sea. There are often no visible targets



for state retaliation and thus the strategy of conventional deterrence – I’ll
strike you back harder if you strike me – does not apply. How are states to deal
effectively with this challenge? Even when the focus falls on the state, analysing
how it acts is difficult. Scholars used to simplify things by assuming that states
are rational actors. More recently, less rational processes have been
emphasised by which political constituencies and bureaucracies mediate per-
ceptions of interests and thus influence and often determine foreign policy
outcomes.

Turning to the issue of democracy and foreign policy-making, there may
not be time for democratic procedures in a Cuban Missile Crisis and decisions
may have to be taken on the basis of incomplete and contested evidence and in
the knowledge that there will be unforeseen consequences. At a more purely
ethical level, what means are justified to secure the national interest in the face
of terrorism, weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) and rogue states?3 Since
June 2002, President Bush has developed a strategy based on unchallengeable
US power, its right to intervene preventatively in other states, and its goal of
spreading democracy and the free market.4 These policies directed abroad, and
the Patriot Act5 directed at homeland security, carry dangerous means with
them, some of which may threaten to corrupt the democratic state they are
supposed to preserve.6

Fuller explanations of how policy-makers try to resolve tensions between
democratic values and state needs, and how they define the national interest
and implement foreign policy in a complex and changing environment, will
come later. All that is offered here is a crude template to identify the analytical
challenges involved in foreign policy studies.

More specific questions are: who makes US foreign policy, in accordance
with what principles, and with what objectives? To answer these questions, we
need to develop a picture of both the ancestry and more recent progeny of US
foreign policy. John Dos Passos in Manhattan Transfer made his characters
strive to discover ‘the heart of things’. This book aims to do the same with US
foreign policy. However, as Dos Passos’s characters found, the ‘heart’ is often
elusive or is determined by the eye of the beholder. Let us start by examining
some of the arteries, which feed into the heart of US foreign policy.

Idealism and realism

As the US became involved in world affairs, debates developed about how it
should conduct its foreign policy. These were often couched in the theoretical
terms of realism versus idealism.

Realism is associated with Old World or European diplomacy. It draws on
an analysis of human nature and a conception of the logic of geopolitical
power relations. In an anarchical world system, where there is no Leviathan to
impose order, each state must seek to maximise power to secure its own sur-
vival. States may act in concert if it is in their interests to do so, but ultimately
the realist vision is of a potential war of all against all where man’s life might
very probably be ‘nasty, brutish and short’, as Thomas Hobbes succinctly put
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it, unless the state has sufficient power to guarantee its own security and
stability. Furthermore, states must recognise that human beings have a ten-
dency to conflict as they pursue their own interests and that weapons cannot
be defined as intrinsically defensive or offensive: those who wield and face
them decide that. Thus, in addition to the danger of predatory human
behaviour, a state’s defensive measures may be seen as potential for aggression
by another, which then responds in kind and sets up the vicious circle of an
arms race. This matrix of problems is the traditional geopolitical security
dilemma.

Realists explain foreign policy in terms of the state’s attempts to maximise
security through power. Thus force, diplomacy, duplicity, balancing power,
and conduct contrary to democratic principles are all options to be explored in
the prudent pursuit of national security. Other states must not be judged in
terms of friendship, or their domestic character, or by their stated intentions,
but by their power and the maxim that today’s friend could become tomor-
row’s enemy and vice versa. For the realist, the nature of the regime, its dis-
position and its moral force are all irrelevancies, an attitude caught by Stalin’s
famous question: how many divisions does the Pope have? Realism thus con-
flicts with the claim that democracies do not war with each other and with the
current US objective to democratise the world as a grand strategy for achiev-
ing world peace.7

The realist approach has often been derided as amoral, but realists have two
responses. In an imperfect world it is absurd to see moral agency as a choice
between following or departing from moral principles. Instead, moral agency
needs to be seen as a practical dilemma of choice between moral imperatives –
to fight in a just cause, or ‘thou shalt not kill’. Second, realists want to secure
the state because they believe it is imbued with intrinsic moral worth: it creates
order, which is the prerequisite for moral action. The crucial problem here
arises when foreign policy means conflict with the moral ends of the domestic
society to such an extent that they threaten its integrity.

Idealists have optimistic views of humanity and its potential for comprom-
ise, accommodation, rational action and cooperation. US idealism stands for
self-determination and free elections, open diplomacy, human rights, eco-
nomic development through the free market, and the avoidance or contain-
ment of war, through international organisations, law and collective security.
Unlike realism, the over-arching vision is one of multilateral cooperation with
other states rather than an ultimate reliance on power that can be wielded by
unilateral will, even if it also involves engaging the power of other states
through alliances. Underpinning idealism is a conviction that individuals are
unique and precious and must not be treated as means to a politically defined
end to which they do not subscribe: for example, at the horrendous extreme,
the elimination of kulaks or Jews, for the ‘greater good of society’. Idealism
has been criticised for tending to elevate principles above careful calculation of
national interests and achievable results (e.g. in the Vietnam War)8 and for
failing to act prudently in an anarchical and dangerous international system.
Seeing when it is necessary to depart from principles, and how far to depart
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from them in order to preserve them in the longer term, is the dilemma here.
In more recent times the realist–idealist debate has been developed further

and theories of international relations have proliferated. First, neo-realists,
who accept many of the basic assumptions of realism, focus more on the
international system, rather than human nature, and identify the character
and distribution of power in the anarchical state system as key explanatory
variables or logics of the system (see Chapter 9). Second, neo-liberals, who
share many of the premises of traditional idealism, believe that there is the
possibility of transcending anarchy and the security dilemma as set out in the
logics of the neo-realists. They emphasise the importance of multiple actors,
confidence-building and the beneficial effects of complex economic inter-
dependence, international regimes, law and organisations. Third, Alexander
Wendt, a leading exponent of constructivism, cries plague upon both schools
of thought and argues that neo-liberal idealism and neo-realism have mis-
construed anarchy. For him, anarchy is what states make of it. In itself it is an
empty vessel because states and their character change over time: ‘anarchies
only acquire logics as a function of the structure that we put inside them’.
Wendt sees international relations as socially constructed and therefore as
holding possibilities for radical change in a way that neither neo-liberalism nor
neo-realism could contemplate. However, after asserting such possibilities, he
talks of only three kinds of macro-level systemic structures: Hobbesian, Lock-
ean and Kantian, characterised successively by unbound violence, violence
short of fatalities and non-violence.9

This brief foray into the margins of international relations theory by no
means exhausts the wide range of possibilities that are now current, but it has
at least introduced some of those that have been most influential in practice
and more will be considered in Chapter 9.10

Exceptionalism and manifest destiny

The US was conceived of by the Founding Fathers as a nation with a mission
to propagate a special form of political morality, often captured by the term
exceptionalism. Such ideas were abroad in the colonies well before independ-
ence: John Winthrop famously envisioned a new moral state as a shining City
upon the Hill. Like other spawn of revolution then, Americans brought some-
thing different to government. Humanity was conceived of in terms of rights
to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness, and Enlightenment rationalism
concluded that a form of government had to be devised to protect those rights.
This was done by controlling political power with a written constitution and a
bill of rights and by creating a system of checks and balances, between the
federal Executive, Legislature and Judiciary, between the Senate and the
House of Representatives in the Congress, and between federal and state sov-
ereignty. Further safeguards were due process of law and popular elections.
The result was perceived as something unique and superior to anything in the
Old World, and indeed anywhere else. As the US expanded across the contin-
ent in the 1840s, leaders began to speak of America’s manifest destiny, which
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was to bring a shining example of liberty and democracy to other less fortu-
nate peoples. Abraham Lincoln described it as government of the people, by
the people, for the people, where people were defined as rights-carrying
individuals.

This was a society committed in principle to justice and freedom for all. It
was an ambitious, moral enterprise and its values were cast in universal lan-
guage, which referred to all humanity, not just Americans. However, while
domestic policy-making was set in a carefully ordered political environment,
which enjoyed a working consensus of values (at least for the most part), the
field of foreign policy was different. It was not easy to abide by democratic
principles in a realm bereft of anything comparable to domestic law and lack-
ing a body capable of enforcing uniform rules of conduct. The international
sphere was characterised by anarchy, self-help and power politics, where sur-
vival was the overriding priority. This posed problems. In the mid-1970s,
President Carter spoke of human rights as absolute principles, but then dis-
covered that overriding needs of national security transformed absolutes into
relative moral values. For example, Iran was such an important ally in the
cosmic struggle with communism that its appalling human rights record had
to be tolerated. Similarly, with regard both to the Soviets’ persecution of
dissidents like Anatoly Shcharansky and their restrictions on Jewish emigra-
tion, Carter had to tone down criticisms for the sake of important advances in
national security matters such as the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks II
(SALT II). These specific episodes raise important general questions. To what
extent can the US conduct a principled and democratic foreign policy? And
how far should it go in trying to spread its universal values abroad? These
issues have risen to prominence once again in the twenty-first century with
President Bush and his neo-conservative advisers. They advocate a foreign
policy of power and security for the US, the mantra of traditional realism, but
add to that the importance of spreading democracy abroad, the mantra of
traditional American idealism. These objectives are to be pursued unilaterally,
if others will not follow, and with a doctrine that embraces the radical strategy
of preventative strike (see below in this chapter and Chapter 9). To many this
smacks of imperialism, but one should not assume that everyone thinks that
imperialism is undesirable. Much depends on its character. For example,
Deepak Lal believes that empires have brought stability, law and order, and
prosperity and that the anarchical state system that has been characteristic in
Europe since the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648 is largely an historical aberra-
tion. Following the British political philosopher Michael Oakshott, Lal dis-
tinguishes between empires of civil association and empires of enterprise. The
former in American guise would provide for civil liberties, a legal framework
and a global free market – highly desirable in Lal’s view. The latter would do
the same, but crucially also seek to proselytise the world to American demo-
cratic and social values, which would make empire a violently contested vision
of the good life and one highly unpalatable to Lal and, in his view, to most
other non-westerners.11
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Isolationism and internationalism: unilateralism and
multilateralism

Americans’ pride in their society and government, often in the form of excep-
tionalism, produced two incompatible styles of foreign policy. Both tried to
cope with America’s universalism in an anarchic state system. The first was
isolationism, which aimed to protect the new republic’s integrity by avoiding
entanglement in European conflicts because European states, until the twen-
tieth century, were more powerful than the US and because they fought
according to the rules of amoral power politics, which elevated state interests
and survival above everything else. Isolationism also fostered and was often
tantamount to unilateralism, a tendency to act alone if one had to play in the
international arena. The second style was internationalism, which aimed to
spread liberty abroad, to pursue US economic interests, and, from the twen-
tieth century, to seek security through a world reformed in accordance with
US principles. During the Cold War the contrast between these principles
promulgated abroad, and the failure of US governments to apply them at
home to African Americans and the indigenous peoples of North America
caused considerable embarrassment, provided fuel for Soviet propaganda,
compromised US anti-colonialism, and tended to undermine American efforts
to establish good relations with newly independent states. Internationalism
often subsumed multilateral policies of cooperation with other states to
achieve agreed goals, but this is not always necessarily the case. The policy of
George W. Bush is internationalist, in that it engages broadly with the world
community, but his administration is characteristically unilateralist in the way
it determines and executes policy. Even when one takes the cooperation of
allies like Britain into account there is little, if any, give and take involved.
Britain either goes along with US policy or it is left out.

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries isolationism and international-
ism vied with each other strongly. President Washington in his farewell address
cautioned that ‘it must be unwise in us to implicate ourselves by artificial ties
in the ordinary vicissitudes of her [Europe’s] politics or the ordinary combin-
ations and collisions of her friendships and enmities’.12 Extend America’s
commercial activities by all means, but keep out of Europe’s immoral dynastic
squabbles. Isolation from Europe’s power games was reinforced in 1823 by the
Monroe Doctrine, which declared that any European intervention in the West-
ern Hemisphere would be regarded as an unfriendly act. This established the
basis upon which the US eventually built what has often been described as
western hemispheric hegemony.

Isolationism, however, was a compromised policy. It was reserved for
Europe. Elsewhere the US pursued ruthless expansion through hostilities with
Indians, Canadians and Mexicans. War with Spain in 1898 brought the US
control over the Philippines and Cuba and other islands in the Caribbean and
the Pacific. There is little sign of isolationism here. Instead, policy was driven
by a greed for both territory and economic gain and a desire to shine the
beacon of liberty abroad.

6 Evolution, formulation and execution



By the end of the century, the US was a major naval power and the spirit
and practice of isolationism were challenged. In 1899 and 1900 Secretary of
State John Hay issued his famous ‘Open Door’ notes on China, demand-
ing that the European powers should allow equal and open access there for
American commerce. And in 1904 President Theodore Roosevelt proclaimed
his Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine, which asserted the right of the US
to interfere in civil unrest in Western Hemisphere countries to restore order
and protect US economic interests, rather like George W. Bush’s preventative
doctrine attempts to justify worldwide American interventions. Theodore
Roosevelt’s internationalism placed isolationism under attack. In 1917 it
received further blows when US faith in legalism and neutrality proved to be
misplaced: German U-boat warfare and loss of American lives provided the
immediate cause for US entry into the First World War (1914–18). However,
the sympathies and interests of the Woodrow Wilson administration had
lain with the allies well before that and the President was also determined to
participate in the peace treaties in order to remould the world according to his
liberal principles.

In 1918 Wilson promulgated his famous Fourteen Points. They reconciled
isolationism and internationalism by universalising US values. The Old World
system was to be replaced by New World internationalism – free trade, self-
determination of peoples, freedom of movement on commercial waterways
and on the high seas, open diplomacy subject to democratic scrutiny and held
accountable to the people, a just and charitable peace without reparations, and
a collective security organisation – the League of Nations – to prevent war.
Sadly for Wilson, wily Old World leaders compromised his vision and sceptical
US politicians undermined collective security by refusing to ratify the Ver-
sailles Peace Treaty, thus preventing US participation in the League of
Nations. In the twentieth century the US liberal and idealist democratic
agenda changed little from Wilson’s vision, but how to prosecute it success-
fully remained elusive. Tension between isolationism and internationalism still
continues, though the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941,
modern communications, the development of intercontinental ballistic mis-
siles (ICBMs), the need for the global containment of communism, and the
re-emergence of an interdependent world economy have pushed isolationism
more and more to the fringes of influence. Current US foreign policy-
making, however, still shows signs of struggle between unilateralism and
multilateralism to determine the character of American internationalism. And
unilateralism and multilateralism each have advantages and disadvantages
for policy-makers: unilateralism is a more decisive style with little need for
compromise and accommodation and is often seen as a viable strategy for the
world’s only superpower. Many in the George W. Bush administration appear
to wish to rely primarily on the unilateral wielding of US hard power in
pursuit of American security and the propagation of its values abroad in an
ambitious scheme to democratise the world. Yet, no matter how powerful the
US might be, it is not omnipotent. It cannot get its way on everything and
multilateral cooperation is often needed to consummate American objectives
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and confer upon them authority and legitimacy – what Joseph S. Nye has
referred to as soft power, which he believes to be indispensable for the US.13

Can the scope of US foreign policy be captured by Manichaean-like divi-
sions between isolationism and internationalism, realism and idealism, uni-
lateralism and multilateralism? The answer has to be no! The fact that there is
no clear dividing line between foreign and domestic policy necessarily impairs
the isolationist–internationalist dichotomy. Similarly with idealism and real-
ism, there is always a mixture of the two. No American realist has conducted
foreign affairs without celebrating the rights, liberties and economic system of
the US and allowing such values to influence policy. No idealist has sustained,
in pristine form, their principles and moral values when confronted by the
need to save the state they value. Bush’s invasion of Iraq in March 2003 may
be seen by many to epitomise the unilateralism of the current American
superpower, but one should not overlook the fact that British and Polish
troops went in along with American forces and that there was support else-
where both inside and outside Europe for the invasion. Even this unilateralism
has some multilateral contamination. We thus need to be sensitive to the com-
plexities involved here. Images of idealism and realism, isolationism and inter-
nationalism, and unilateralism and multilateralism always need to be nuanced
and should be used as analytical starting points rather than definitive explan-
ations. There can be no clear answer to precisely which of these positions is at
the heart of American foreign policy because they are all in circulation, albeit
carrying different levels of sustenance.

Who makes US foreign policy?

Formal power in foreign policy-making lies largely with the Executive and the
Legislature: the Judiciary has only a peripheral role. The Supreme Court has a
watching brief, but it has never been assertive and in the Curtis Wright Case in
1936 affirmed the President’s use of broad powers. Our main focus must there-
fore be on the Executive Branch led by the President and on the Congress. At
the same time, we must remember that this is a dynamic system, which
responds to external factors, technology and domestic changes. Power to for-
mulate foreign policy has thus shifted since 1945 within the bureaucracy, and
back and forth between the legislative and executive branches. This has largely
been caused by the different characteristics of incumbent presidents, foreign
policy setbacks, such as the loss of China to communism in 1949 and the
Vietnam War in the 1960s and 1970s, and, more recently, by the transition to a
post-Cold War world and the response to terrorism, WMDs proliferation and
rogue states. Also, a problem can determine the type of response required and
that, in turn, determines who or what does the responding. This is well illus-
trated by the Cuban Missile Crisis (see Chapter 6).

The President is Commander in Chief (CIC) of the armed forces and chief
diplomat, with the power to make nominations for diplomatic appointments
and to negotiate treaties. He can also set policy through his State of the Union
addresses and announcements such as the Truman Doctrine (1947). However,
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this list both overstates and understates presidential powers because some
formal powers often turn out to be less effective than one might think and
informal powers acquired over the years in the practice of the presidency can
often be very potent.

The distribution of power: the Congress

The President’s power as CIC to commit US military forces overseas is exten-
sive, but limited by both the Congress’s constitutional prerogative to declare
war and the War Powers Act (1973). The latter allows a president to commit
troops to action overseas only for a maximum of 90 days without congres-
sional approval. It was passed as a result of US involvement in Vietnam, where
a de facto, but undeclared, war was fought (see Chapter 7). The Act’s
effectiveness, however, is questionable, not least because of practical difficul-
ties involving the need to respond effectively and swiftly to events such as the
Gulf War (1991). There are also legal complications. The Chadha Supreme
Court Case (1983) declared congressional vetoes of executive actions illegal.
In short, it may be unconstitutional for the Congress to veto an order of the
CIC that commits US troops to combat overseas. In the 2003 invasion of Iraq,
the Congress actually granted the Executive Branch authority to ‘wage war’
without making a formal declaration.

It would be wrong, however, to suggest that the War Powers Act is without
force, just as it would also be a mistake to overlook the potential effectiveness
of constraints that predate it. Their potency depends on congressional will-
ingness to assert and apply them vigorously. Bearing such points in mind, let
us examine congressional powers in more detail.

1 Control of the purse strings: this is primarily exercised by the House of
Representatives, but, except in extraordinary circumstances (in 1975 Con-
gress refused President Ford’s request for funds to help the crumbling
South Vietnamese regime), it is an unwieldy device. Presidents can shift
resources between areas of policy, or camouflage things through covert
operations, and their lieutenants may even divert funds illegally (as in the
Iran–Contra Affair 1985–86).

2 A Senate two-thirds majority vote is required to approve both presidential
nominees for diplomatic and senior executive appointments and treaties.
Refusal to ratify executive nominations for positions such as Secretary of
Defense are rare, but the Democrat majority in 1989 rejected President
George H. Bush’s nominee John Tower, largely on grounds of character
flaws, by a vote of 53–47 in the Senate. More surprisingly, the Republican
majority in the Senate in 2005 failed to achieve confirmation of President
George W. Bush’s nominee for US Ambassador to the UN, John Bolton.
Unlike Tower, the issues here were mainly to do with Bolton’s hard-line
views on the UN, though like Tower, he is also an abrasive character.
However, as is so often the case, there was another avenue for the Execu-
tive to proceed along. In August 2005 President Bush made a recess
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appointment (when the Senate went into its autumn recess), which is
permitted by the Constitution, arguing that the war on terrorism made
the situation too dangerous not to have a US representative at the UN.
This allowed Bolton to assume office, at least until January 2007 when a
new Congress will take over. Democrats and some Republicans were
infuriated by this move and saw it as stretching constitutional powers
contrary to their overall spirit in a manner often evident in the heyday of
the imperial presidency (see below in this chapter).

Refusal to ratify treaties, as in the case of the Treaty of Versailles
(1919), may be rare, but ratification may be so clearly impossible to get
that the President abandons the effort, e.g. with the International Trade
Organisation (ITO), 1950. Faced with such difficulties, presidents have
resorted to executive agreements between heads of state, e.g. security pact
with South Korea (1949). In 1954 the Bricker amendment tried to make
executive agreements subject to the same kind of approval as treaties, but
it fell one vote short in the Senate of the two-thirds majority needed for a
constitutional amendment. By the 1970s the post-war average of execu-
tive agreements per year was over 2,000 compared with just over 15
treaties, and the contents of many of the former were unknown outside
government. Disillusionment with the Executive because of Vietnam
made it possible to pass the Case-Zablocki Act in 1972, which requires
that the Congress be informed about all executive agreements. But this has
not been entirely successful, partly because of nice distinctions between
agreements and ‘understandings’.

The Senate has constitutionally and traditionally taken the lead in the
Congress in foreign policy. Its Foreign Relations Committee is highly
regarded and regularly drawn upon by the Executive for advice. In 1995
Chairman Jesse Helms challenged President Clinton’s foreign policy
establishment with proposed budget cuts and the abolition of the US
Agency for International Development (USAID), the US Information
Agency (USIA) and the US Arms Control and Disarmament Agency
(USACDA). Clinton blocked the more extreme proposals by vetoing the
1996 Foreign Relations Authorization Bill, but $1.7 billion were cut over a
five-year period, and only USAID, of the three agencies targeted by
Helms, survived as an independent, though diminished, agency.

3 The control of foreign trade and commerce is given by the constitution to
the Congress. This has been delegated extensively to the President since
the Reciprocal Trade Agreements Act of 1934, but what the Congress can
delegate, it can recall. Over the years Congress has insisted: that allies who
received aid should embargo trade with communists (the Mutual Defense
Assistance Control or Battle Act 1951); on the inclusion of human rights
stipulations in trade agreements (the Jackson–Vanik amendment to the
1974 Trade Act, directed against the Soviet Union); on mandating the US
Trade Representative (USTR) to retaliate against states using unfair trade
practices (clause 301 of the 1988 Omnibus Trade and Competitiveness
Act, implemented by the USTR since 1994 by Executive Order of the
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President); and it refused to grant President Clinton ‘fast track’ authority,
something invented in 1974 which means that once a trade agreement has
been negotiated it has to be accepted or rejected in toto by Congress,
rather than being subjected to a series of complicating amendments. In
the summer of 2002 Congress renewed trade promotion/fast-track
authority for the first time since 1994, something seen as imperative by the
Bush administration for progress on bilateral and regional free-trade
agreements and the Doha Trade Round established by the World Trade
Organisation (WTO) in November 2001.

4 Power of congressional oversight has always existed, but on an ad hoc
basis. Thus in 1934–35 the famous Nye Committee investigated US entry
into the First World War and blamed bankers and arms manufacturers for
US involvement, and in 1987 Senator John Tower led a commission to
investigate the Iran–Contra affair. Such committees and commissions
come and go, but in 1974 growing concerns about covert activities resulted
in the establishment of the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence
chaired by Senator Frank Church. It unveiled illegal Central Intelligence
Agency (CIA) operations, including plans to assassinate Fidel Castro the
leader of Cuba, and led directly to the establishment of a permanent
bipartisan Senate Intelligence Oversight Committee (1976) and a House
counterpart (1977). Nevertheless, these committees have been rendered
somewhat ineffective when confronted by members of the Executive who
think their concept of national security trumps constitutional constraints.
Thus, the Senate Committee failed to control the shenanigans of the Iran–
Contra affair. However, it does have strong powers, including the right to
subpoena witnesses and evidence, and an ability to call the Executive to
account ex post facto. The ultimate sanction against a President lies with
the House of Representatives, which has the power of impeachment. It
investigates suspicions of executive high crimes or misdemeanours and
can use a special prosecutor to do so. In 1974 this led to the downfall of
President Nixon and in 1998–99 to unsuccessful proceedings against
Clinton. If there is a case to answer, the President is tried by the Senate.

The distribution of power: the Executive Branch

Although the executive bureaucracy is there to empower, it also checks and
controls the President. The State Department is the formal foreign office of the
US. In the nineteenth century it was small, amateurish and had little to do. Its
influence depended upon the stature of the Secretary of State. In the twentieth
century, it became more professional with the reforms of the Rogers Act
(1924), but senior diplomatic appointments are still often made on political
rather than professional criteria.

The Department’s fortunes fluctuated in the post-war period. In the early
Cold War, President Truman’s inexperience of foreign affairs resulted in his
heavy reliance on Secretaries of State George Marshall (1947–49) and Dean
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Acheson (1949–53). That enhanced the status of the Department, but the loss
of China in 1949 and the communist witch-hunt, initiated by Senator Joseph
McCarthy, reversed its fortunes and led to a purge of many of its Asian
specialists. Although with Secretary of State John Foster Dulles (1953–59), it
seemed that power once again emanated from the Department, and indeed it
did, this was more because of Dulles than the Department itself. By the early
1960s a further problem arose: an ever increasing tendency of presidents to use
the National Security Council (NSC) and the National Security Adviser
(NSA) situated within the Executive Office of the President and established by
the National Security Act (1947). During the last 40 years the conflict between
the State Department and the NSC for control over foreign policy has often
been bitter. This was particularly so during the open feud between Secretary of
State Cyrus Vance (1977–80) and NSA Zbigniew Brzezinski (1977–81). At
times the State Department has been relegated to conducting everyday affairs
and helping to justify and defend policy made elsewhere in the bureaucracy:
this was most notably the case with William Rogers during the first Nixon
administration. In the mid- and late 1990s there were contradictory develop-
ments. Clinton’s general preoccupation with domestic matters and attempts to
return the NSC to a coordinating role tended to raise the profiles of Secretar-
ies of State Warren Christopher (1993–97) and Madeleine Albright (1997–
2001). Yet, at the same time, Congress championed financial cutbacks, staff
reductions and some closures of diplomatic missions as part of the post-Cold
War peace dividend.

The NSC was set up to coordinate all aspects of national security, and it has
grown in stature over the years and drawn power away from the State and
Defense Departments. However, some have bucked the trend: George Shultz
(1982–89) and Donald Rumsfeld (2001–05 and continuing) were respectively
powerful secretaries of State and Defense. President Clinton’s first NSA,
Anthony Lake (1993–97), tried to move the NSC back to a coordinating role,
only to be criticised for failing to articulate clear policy priorities: his succes-
sor, Samuel (Sandy) Berger (1997–2001) fared little better. Driven by an overly
sensitive concern with public opinion, he was accused of inconsistency and
short-termism. Under George W. Bush there have been further shifts of power,
especially after 9/11, with much of the policy response coming from Vice-
President Cheney and Defense Secretary Rumsfeld at the expense of Secretary
of State Colin Powell (2001–05). The NSA during the first administration,
Condoleezza Rice (2001–05), who had excellent access to Bush, acted as a
rather ineffective power broker, partly because her instincts lay with Cheney
and Rumsfeld and not with Powell, whose only ally at times appeared to be
British Foreign Secretary Jack Straw. It is too early to say what impact Stephen
Hadley (2005– ), Bush’s new NSA, will have, but with the post-war tendency
towards highly personalised presidential power, the rise in importance of the
NSA at the expense of unwieldy bureaucracies seems, in retrospect, to have
been rather inevitable.

Other departments and agencies – the CIA, the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the
Defense, Treasury and Commerce Departments – all have significant, but
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specialised inputs into foreign policy. In contrast, the President, the NSC, the
NSA and the State Department have broad remits, which is why they are so
often decisive in policy formulation and execution. However, having identified
the central core of the policy-making process, it is important to add that
relationships within it fluctuate wildly. How it operates at any one time is
determined by the President. Truman depended on the State Department and
the NSC. Eisenhower used Dulles and the NSC, but was also unique in
making significant use of the Cabinet. Kennedy relied on task forces, ad hoc
committees and his NSA, McGeorge Bundy. For President Johnson the
famous Tuesday luncheon meetings were vital policy-deciding events. For the
following administration it was the Nixon–Kissinger axis that drove things.
Ford gave more emphasis to economic constituencies in foreign policy-
making, but also depended much on Secretary of State Kissinger. Carter,
rather unsuccessfully, tried to marry Secretary of State Vance’s liberalism with
NSA Brzezinski’s hard realism. Reagan allowed a rather fractious NSC to
compete with the State Department. George H. Bush ran a tight ship steered
through conventional channels, with James Baker and Lawrence Eagleburger
as successive Secretaries of State. Under Clinton, the absence of Cold War
certainties, which had done so much to determine priorities, meant a more
open political scenario with an enlarged intermestic agenda. Clinton clearly
acknowledged this with the creation by executive order on 25 January 1993
of the National Economic Council (NEC), to coordinate policy-making
processes with respect to domestic and international economic issues. Under
Robert E. Rubin, the NEC soon proved itself to be a major force in foreign
policy, though under Allan Hubbard it has had to give way to new national
security priorities that have come to prominence in the wake of 9/11. Those
priorities under the George W. Bush administration have been much influ-
enced by Vice-President Dick Cheney, the most powerful of vice-presidents in
recent years and certainly the most influential of any in foreign and security
policy.

The changing context and the challenge to democracy

After the Second World War, the changing nature of foreign policy and its own
expanded international role challenged the US. How it responded led some to
conclude that constitutional restraints had snapped, that there was a growing
rift between democratic principles and foreign policy practices, and that power
had corrupted both the foreign and domestic domain.

The chief operational changes were in communications, technology and
nuclear weaponry, which concentrated power in fewer hands, centred on
the president, rather than in the institutional establishment. Rapid communi-
cations and ICBMs also emphasised the need for swift and decisive responses to
world crises such as the Berlin Blockade in 1948 and Soviet missiles in Cuba in
1962. The need for swift reactions encouraged the creation of the NSC as a
parallel bureaucracy more directly under the authority of the president and
more responsive to his wishes and commands. Diplomats and foreign policy
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personnel were increasingly demoted to tasks involving routine affairs and
technical matters, and to collecting and disseminating information for high-
level talks conducted by their political bosses. Ask yourself: what are the
dominant images of foreign policy in the post-war world? Almost without
exception, what will come to mind are heads of state meetings such as the one
between Bush and Putin in June 2001 when Bush famously said that he
would not have invited Putin to his ranch if he did not trust him. This is the
age of personal summitry, of diplomacy by presidents and prime ministers.
Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin invented it in wartime and it is radically
different from diplomatic experience prior to 1939.

In this new operating environment, policy is conducted under the eye of the
journalist and the TV camera. In a very real sense it has gone public. For
democracies, this has raised the importance of public opinion in foreign pol-
icy-making and, thereby, produced complications. First, expressions of
approbation or opprobrium by the public or their elected representatives
became more potent – something totalitarian opponents do not generally have
to concern themselves with. Second, in sensitive diplomacy such as opening
relations with the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1972 (see Chapter 7) it
became difficult to maintain secrecy, and that led to the use of less orthodox
means. Ironically, the more intense public gaze has often driven foreign policy
into the less accountable and less visible channels of the NSC, the CIA and
covert operations. Third, the media can set agendas, or at least encourage and
pressure the government to take action – the so-called CNN effect – as over the
humanitarian outrages in the Balkans in the 1990s. And fourth, estimations –
accurate or otherwise – of what public reaction might be can modify policies,
as happened with the Clinton administration’s 1993 review of policy for
multilateral humanitarian interventions, Presidential Decision Directive 25
(PDD-25). In the aftermath of the death of US Rangers in Mogadishu,
Somalia, the document was toned down, for fear of adverse public reaction to
a more robust policy, even though subsequent public opinion analysis indi-
cated a continuing willingness to support multilateral interventions for
humanitarian and other good reasons.14

While enhanced communications and the White House rapid response bur-
eaucracy helped to provide more flexibility, new substantive changes in foreign
affairs, ideology and nuclear weapons had a contrary impact. Foreign policy
relies upon overwhelming force, lower level coercion, flexible negotiations or a
combination of the latter two in order to achieve its goals. In the post-war
period, the US enjoyed none of these options in its dealings with the Soviet
Union. American power was never sufficient to be able to dictate policy to the
Soviets and both its ideology and nuclear deterrent created inflexibility. Things
are different in the post-9/11 era, but just as difficult, not least because the
perpetrators of international terrorism are little interested in negotiations and
are impervious to traditional deterrence strategies.

The ideological rift between American and Soviet values left little room for
manoeuvre. At the same time, the danger of nuclear war also meant that there
was no leeway for mistakes. The US had to make its nuclear deterrent credible
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to the Soviets in clear and forthright terms. American leaders feared appease-
ment, which had brought the Pearl Harbor disaster and the Second World War
to the US in the 1940s. Peace-loving democracies must not send the wrong
message again. America thus had to be prepared, and be seen as willing, to
fight for freedom. There would be implacable resolve to defend the rights and
interests of the US against communism. Among other things this entailed a
nuclear deterrence strategy that was developed with little if any recourse to
public opinion. There were variations and nuances of strategy along the way,
but the theory of deterrence was never seriously challenged, or the lack of
democratic control over it questioned, except on rare occasions such as in the
famous black comedy film Dr. Strangelove.

These conditions arising from ideological, political and economic convic-
tions, and nuclear deterrence strategies produced a sharply divided bipolar
world. This bipolar model appealed to many US decision-makers because,
among other reasons, it made it easier to mobilise public support. It was also
attractive to many scholars as complex events could be slotted into a neat
explanatory paradigm with sharp analytical categories, but it fell far short of
exhausting the complexities of the US–Soviet relationship, never mind what
went on elsewhere.15 The world was not that simple. Complicating factors
proliferated as time went by. International organisations such as the UN, the
International Monetary Fund (IMF), the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation
(NATO) and the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE)
emphasised the importance of multilateral diplomacy. Decolonisation created
more states. New factors entered the international agenda such as over-
population, under-development, disease, terrorism, sustainable growth and
environmental degradation. In addition to the ideological rift between East
and West, other doctrines emerged; non-alignment, liberationism and Islamic
fundamentalism, as well as important differentiations within the Western and
Eastern blocs. Finally, there was an awareness of the world’s economic inter-
dependence and shrinking size as technology and communications develop-
ment brought new opportunities and vulnerabilities.

To deal with all of this, the US had a foreign policy capability that was
checked and balanced by the Congress, law and often by competing branches
of the Executive. A 200-year-old isolationist tradition had to be cast off and
public opinion had to be mobilised in favour of a new global and very expen-
sive foreign policy. In addition, policy-makers had to work within constraints
of an inflexible ideology, fear of repeating the appeasement syndrome and the
need to maintain the credibility of America’s nuclear deterrent. Successive
presidents got the job done, but the means created a new problem: the imperial
presidency.

The ‘imperial’ response of the presidents

In attempts to be effective, presidents resorted to various techniques and styles
of policy. Invoking national security has been used to justify much. It is a
trump card empowered by loyalty to the nation. It should carry a warning:
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beware! Purging alleged communist sympathisers in the McCarthy witch-hunt,
the illegal war in Cambodia (1970), the Iran–Contra affair, the Patriot Act,
holding terrorist suspects without trial in a legal limbo world at Guantanamo
Bay, and prosecuting the war against Iraq without specific UN authorisation
and without a declaration of war, were all justified in the name of national
security. It can be a means/end argument run amok.

Nurturing bipartisanship in Congress fostered similar dangers. The Cold
War placed foreign policy above adversarial politics and the pointed criti-
cisms that accompany them. The result was swifter and more decisive foreign
policy-making by the Executive and a generally complacent and compliant
Congress, at least until the Vietnam War. Bipartisanship is appropriate in
times of acute crisis when the nation must pull together in order to survive – as
in the Second World War – providing that even then it does not go too far. But
long-term bipartisanship in peacetime draws the teeth of effective political
control.

Presidents have also used the aura of office, the inherent powers of the CIC,
the NSC, executive agreements and dramatic announcements such as the
Truman, Eisenhower, Carter, Reagan and Bush Doctrines, in order to imple-
ment policies. They have used covert operations and other secret channels to
avoid the attention of the press and congressional oversight. And they have
extracted resolutions from Congress, which delegate vast discretionary powers
to the President as CIC. These resolutions included Taiwan/Formosa (1955),16

the Middle East (1957) and, most notoriously, the Gulf of Tonkin (1964),
which enabled President Johnson to escalate the war in Vietnam. Presidents
thus developed a highly personalised style. The needs of national security in a
world of dangers created by communism and more recently terrorism seemed
to justify swift, effective, if at times extreme, measures, and an arrogant use of
power. What seemed to have been forgotten was one of the foundational prin-
ciples of the republic: good causes can be achieved only by good political
means.

Arthur Schlesinger delivered a famous diagnosis of the malaise as it mani-
fested itself up to the 1970s in The Imperial Presidency.17 He claimed that the
presidency had broken constitutional constraints: it was outside the rule of
law. Presidents had snatched war power from the Congress. By the time of
Richard Nixon and the Watergate affair, Lord Acton’s aphorism of absolute
power corrupting absolutely was coming true. Corruption in foreign affairs
spilt over into the domestic realm where Nixon attempted to justify his actions
by invoking the national interest.

In the aftermath of Watergate, there was a resurgence of congressional
assertiveness and a rekindling of the debate about how the US should conduct
its foreign policy. The Congress tried to claw back some of its prerogatives
through the Case-Zablocki Act and the War Powers Act, and by increasing
its powers of congressional oversight. All helped to dethrone the imperial
presidency, but the key question was for how long. During the Reagan
period, policies in the hands of Colonel North ran out of control, as a small
elite tried to divert funds illegally to sustain the anti-communist Contra rebels
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in Nicaragua. In the minds of North and his co-conspirators, their conception
of national security overrode the mistaken democratic will of Congress. The
Iran-Contra Affair is a pretty clear-cut case of executive power exceeding its
legitimate scope, but the congressional practice of continuing to grant broad
powers, albeit legitimately, to the president carries dangers of excessive
exploitation – as in the case of the Joint Resolution to Authorize the Use of
United States Armed Forces Against Iraq, 2 October 2002, which effectively
provided presidential discretion to go to war:

The President is authorized to use the Armed Forces of the United States
as he determines to be necessary and appropriate in order to
(1) defend the national security of the United States against the continu-

ing threat posed by Iraq; and
(2) enforce all relevant United Nations Security Council Resolutions

regarding Iraq.18

Since the Second World War the Executive Branch has developed successive
versions of strategic doctrine, largely immune from democratic debate or con-
trols, which raise serious issues concerning the proper use of power by the
Executive. Nuclear strategy metamorphosed from a deterrence doctrine prem-
ised on the US’s unilateral ability to destroy the USSR with virtual impunity,
to massive retaliation, to flexible response and to mutual assured destruction
(MAD) that was initially based on comparability of nuclear weapons capabil-
ity, but then later changed to a doctrine of sufficiency, or an ability to inflict
unacceptable damage on the opponent after absorbing their first strike. Under
Reagan, strategy took a radical turn to try to achieve the goal of invulner-
ability, first posited by the Strategic Defence Initiative (SDI) or Star Wars, and
currently in 2005 modified in the Ballistic Missile Defense Program (BMDP)
to protect the US against a limited nuclear missile attack. Security priorities
dictated and dictate that the people should defer to the strategic specialists and
the politicians. More recently strategic defence doctrine has had to address the
threat from terrorism and rogue states, for which the traditional deterrence
option is impotent. Albert Wohlstetter, a major influence on leading neo-
conservatives, and particularly on a young Richard Perle, has pointed out the
significance of smart weapons in this context. They could be used to intervene
against rogue states pre-emptively against clear and present dangers or even
preventatively against less clear and less present dangers with clinical accuracy
and without unacceptable collateral damage (i.e. death of innocent civilians).19

This introduces a different kind of problem. Deterrence can work passively:
pre-emptive/preventative interventions cannot. They necessarily involve
strikes against other states, or targets within other states and the loss of lives
both foreign and American. This more pro-active strategy, particularly in its
preventative mode, highlights both the problem of democratic control of
foreign policy and its moral justification.

Some of the above are perennial problems for democracies. Abraham
Lincoln struggled to reconcile interests of state with democratic values in the
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Civil War when he unconstitutionally suspended habeas corpus, arguing that
violation of one law was justified if it meant that the constitution and the
Union could be saved. In the end there is no easy solution to this problem.
What really count are judgement and the quality of the justification for depart-
ing from first principles in order to secure their long-term continuation. In the
hands and in the judgement of an Abraham Lincoln we might feel comfort-
able, but less so in the hands and judgement of a Colonel North. In addition to
these perennial problems, however, is the novel and dangerous one introduced
by George W. Bush – the strategic doctrine of preventative strike. In examining
that strategic doctrine as he revisited the imperial presidency thesis in 2005,
Schlesinger expressed fears that George W. Bush had resurrected its dangers
once again.20

Conclusion

The question of who makes foreign policy cannot be answered without the
intellectual context that was outlined in the opening sections of this chapter.
That context tells us something about what to look for in terms of the style
and some of the presuppositions and beliefs that decision-makers are likely
to have: in a way it gives us an angle on who they are. However, even when
structured into a coherent ideology, the relationship between beliefs and action
is difficult to establish at a general level. Some scholars see ideology and action
in a causal relationship. This is generally the case with New Left historians
who place much emphasis on the dynamics of capitalism determining US
policy (see Chapter 4). Others are less deterministic, seeing ideology as simply
a tool for justifying actions ex post facto, or as one among a number of
important variables in the explanation of US foreign policy behaviour. Real-
ists believe that systemic structures of the international system explain foreign
policy and that these variables override ideological beliefs (see Chapter 9). The
new breed of neo-conservatives, in ascendance in George W. Bush’s adminis-
tration, have an unusual combination of idealism and realism with their ideo-
logical commitment to the spread of American-style democracy and an
emphasis on the unilateral use of American hard power. This could make
manifest the dangers identified with what Oakshott and Lal have termed
enterprise imperialism.

In later sections of this chapter signposts were erected, which indicate the
likely places to look to discover which agency or department, or which office
holder, formulates and conducts policy. The direction in which these signposts
point will often be determined by both the character and disposition of who-
ever holds presidential office and the general contours of the international
terrain, such as Cold War, post-Cold War and post-9/11 worlds. Although the
core, consisting of the President, the State Department, the NSC and the
NSA, will always be at the centre of things, other departments and agencies
will be influential when matters pertaining to their expertise are at issue. In
addition, often having impact on this institutional system are other influences,
such as the media, public opinion and lobbyists. Finally, weaving in and out of
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the interstices of policy-making runs the work of the Congress, consulting,
advising, overseeing, empowering and restraining.

Although the traumas of the 1970s sensitised the Congress and the public to
important problems to do with the evolution, formulation and execution of
foreign policy, and particularly to the problem of democratic control, they
provided no easy or automatic answers. The Cold War superpower confron-
tation continued to provide national security grounds for an assertive and
energetic foreign policy run by the Executive. With the end of the Cold War
and the demise of the immediate security threat to the US, greater potential
for constraining and democratically controlling the formulation and execution
of policy seemed to emerge. The post-Cold War world challenged long-held
convictions that the US must play a major international role, that the main
priority of that role was and still is containment of potential challengers, and
that national security demands a bipartisan consensus to empower the Presi-
dent to act vigorously and with a great deal of discretion in foreign policy. The
Clinton administration emphasised assertive multilateralism to deal with
international problems and sponsored a policy of engagement and democratic
and free-market enlargement to replace containment. But, these attempts to
redefine US foreign policy had only limited success (see Chapters 9 to 12). The
death of US troops in Somalia in 1993 led to disillusionment. There soon
emerged a lack of consensus, a more partisan approach to foreign policy, and
more concentration on economic issues, exports and jobs. That drew trad-
itional domestic constituencies into the foreign policy arena, made direction
of foreign policy more difficult, and injected democratic powers of control
forcibly into the foreign policy-making field. For better or worse, what has
been termed the constitutional invitation to struggle for power was
reintroduced into foreign affairs, but then came 9/11 and once again immedi-
ate priorities of national security took centre stage and were used to trump
other priorities that for a short while had emerged in the 1990s. Once again
debate arose about the proper use of power, its democratic and constitutional
control and the answerability of the Executive to the Congress and the public.
For many, the spectre of the Imperial Presidency seemed immanent once again
in the atmosphere that now pervaded Washington.
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2 The US and the Cold War
Explanation and containment

The Cold War was born in the mid-1940s: terminal illness took hold in 1989
and it expired in December 1991 along with the Soviet Union. But, what
caused it: historical enmity, economic rivalry, an ideological crusade, a geo-
political power struggle, or a complex mixture of all four? And once it arrived,
how was it to be dealt with? The US answer of containment strategy was as
simplistic as it was amorphous and confronted American policy-makers
throughout the Cold War with fundamental questions and terrible dilemmas.
Did the best guarantee of international security lie in the threat of mass
nuclear genocide? What were the limits of American power? What tools
should be used to pursue containment? What, even, was the primary objective
of containment: victory or managed coexistence?

Cold War: origins and debate

US–Soviet relations before 1945 were mixed but antagonisms generally pre-
dominated. The US supported, with other capitalist powers, the Whites in the
Russian Civil War and refused to recognise the Soviet Union until 1933. After
recognition relations improved, but then deteriorated badly because of Stalin’s
purges and show trials of the 1930s, the Nazi–Soviet pact of 1939 and the
subsequent partitioning of parts of Europe. From 1941 until 1945 there was a
Faustean pact against Nazi Germany. America acknowledged the huge Soviet
physical, material and human cost incurred in defeating the Germans and the
Soviets were grateful for US Lend–Lease aid. Nevertheless, relations were still
punctuated with disputes and suspicions. The Soviets feared a separate Anglo-
American peace with Hitler that would allow Germany to continue the war on
the eastern front (a sort of Nazi–Soviet pact in reverse). When that did not
happen they suspected that the West deliberately delayed D-Day to leave the
Red Army to do most of the fighting against the Wehrmacht. For their part,
the Americans were suspicious about the Katyn massacre, which slaughtered
much of the Polish officer class (we now know that it was a Soviet and not
a Nazi war crime), and about the pause of the Red Army before entering
Warsaw, which allowed the Nazis to level the Ghetto and eliminate the pro-
Western Polish Home Army. There were also recurrent mutual suspicions
about post-war intentions.



Three clusters of economic facts were of great significance. First, the Soviets
were bitterly disappointed when the US abruptly stopped much needed Lend–
Lease aid after victory in Europe. This was required by American law, but they
perceived it as an unfriendly prelude to US demands for political concessions
in return for aid: a tactic that President Truman did indeed pursue. Second, the
US had become the world’s economic colossus in the war. How to sustain that
concerned US planners deeply. It was particularly important to avoid a return
to the inter-war division of the world economy that had seen the US turn
inwards, Britain retreat behind reinforced barriers of its empire, Germany
attempt informal economic predominance in Central and South-eastern
Europe, Japan dominate a co-prosperity zone in East Asia and the USSR
attempt socialism in one country. Their answer was to internationalise New
Deal reforms to make the face of capitalism acceptable and its performance
more stable and accountable by exercising US management through the IMF
and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). The Soviets,
though, did not share this economic vision and by 1946 had rejected partici-
pation in the US grand capitalist design. Third, Europe needed economic
reconstruction to promote self-help and this meant that Germany’s economy,
as the potential economic powerhouse of Europe, had to be revived. The
Soviets would perceive that as a threat because most of Germany was under
Western control but the alternative of the US pouring in endless resources to
feed, house and clothe people was unacceptable. The dollar and humanitarian
cost would be too high, America would lose important markets and there was
a risk that a post-war recession would deliver again the kind of social and
political unrest that had fostered totalitarianism in the 1930s.

Defeat of Germany and Japan allowed the incompatibility of Western
capitalism and Soviet communism, derived from different economic systems
and clashing views on individual and collective rights, to regain prominence.
Ideological differences surfaced over economic issues and the treatment of
Soviet-liberated Europe. Controversy arose about democracy and freedom.
The West resented Soviet sway over Poland especially when Britain and France
had, at least nominally, gone to war to safeguard it from Nazi totalitarianism.
The Soviets stipulated that the Polish government had to be ‘friendly’. This
was understandable given that the USSR had been invaded three times in
30 years via Poland and had lost over 20 million people in the most recent
attack. However, Soviet-style democracy for Poland was hard for Americans
to accept and contrary to what they thought had been agreed at the Yalta
Conference in early 1945. Furthermore, potential American and Soviet leader-
ship of liberal democratic and communist movements respectively imbued
domestic politics worldwide with a Cold War strategic quality. The West feared
that post-war conditions encouraged both the popularity of socialism or
communism and Soviet ‘subversion’ of non-communist regimes. The CIA
concluded in 1947 that the principal threat to American national security was
economic collapse in Western Europe and the consequent accession to power
of communist elements.1 This was made more likely by burgeoning communist
party memberships – respectively 1 million and 1.7 million in France and Italy,
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1945–47 – and by the weakened condition of traditional European politics and
interest groups following the depression and a second world war just 30 years
after the Versailles Peace Treaty concluded the ‘war to end all wars’. Farther
afield Europe’s colonial powers struggled to retain their imperial possessions
as instruments for recovering their own economic power and status, and in the
process they strengthened the association made by nationalist movements
between the West and colonial repression.

Geopolitical concerns were prominent for both Stalin and Truman. Post-
war America enjoyed a power position that was unprecedented, but it was also
very aware of how technology had rendered the homeland vulnerable, of its
interdependence with Western Europe especially, and of its dual interest in an
open trading system and avoidance of a return to the geostrategic competition
that had led to the Second World War. Stalin’s rapid consolidation of Central
and Eastern Europe as a Soviet sphere of influence has often been criticised as
unnecessary and provocative. Yet, from the Soviet perspective history, ideol-
ogy and security demands arising from the USSR’s particular geostrategic
position justified stripping German assets and creating an extensive buffer
zone in Europe. The future of Germany was uncertain and the traditional
problems of its Mittellage were yet to be overcome – other than through
quadripartite Allied occupation. Also, the USSR’s position vis-à-vis the US
was unenviable. It had a greatly inferior industrial base, an economy less than
one quarter that of the US, no atomic weapons, very limited naval and power
projection capabilities, and lengthy borders with potentially multiple enemies.
For example, after the split with China in the 1960s, it had to deploy approxi-
mately 25% of its conventional forces along the Sino-Soviet border. It was
thus logical to complement a ‘friendly’ Poland with reincorporation of the
Baltic States, which protected maritime access to the central Russian plain
and land access to Leningrad, and the securing of communist control over
Romania, Bulgaria and Hungary – all of which had been willing German
wartime accomplices.2 It was reasonable, too, to resent the exclusion of Soviet
forces from the occupation of Japan, Western demands for national self-
determination within Soviet-controlled Europe and, particularly, the apparent
reneging on commitments made at Potsdam when in September 1946 US
Secretary of State Byrnes aired plans for German rehabilitation and self-
government, at least within Anglo-American zones of occupation.

Which of these factors was paramount in triggering the Cold War has been
the source of heated debate. Traditional American interpretations emphasised
a defensive US response to a Soviet threat whereby the Kremlin’s quest for
world domination thwarted Roosevelt’s plans for peaceful accommodation
and collaboration through the UN. The subsequent revisionist school
emphasised instead factors such as US economic greed and America’s own
expansionist tradition, especially its uncompromising drive for a capitalist
world economy that structurally empowered itself and was so clearly contrary
to Soviet interests. In turn, both interpretative schools have been criticised for
their essentially bipolar attribution of causes of the Cold War. Many his-
torians advanced a more complex picture whereby the superpowers were the
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central players but were also used and influenced by third parties for purposes
often little to do directly with the Cold War.3 This spawned from the 1970s a
host of other explanations that have been broadly characterised as post-
revisionist, corporatist, neo-realist or world systems. Still further revisions are
currently underway as a consequence of new material becoming available,
especially from former Soviet archives. Knowledge of the onset of the Cold
War has increased, but the possibility of a consensus about its causes has all
but disappeared.4

The road to containment

President Roosevelt pondered the dilemmas of providing for international
security and prosperity for much of the war and concluded that regardless of
ideological differences it was imperative to co-opt the Soviets into post-war
security arrangements. Those arrangements were an artful mixture of ideal-
istic collective security apparatus and realist power politics. The UN looked
like a collective security organisation where all would be responsible for each
other’s security, but effective policing depended upon great power unanimity.
Derived from this realist view of power was the provision of the right of veto
for the USSR, the US, Britain, France and China – the permanent members of
the Security Council. In addition, Roosevelt and Truman expected that each
great power would have primary responsibility, working with the UN, for its
own area. Implicit was recognition of Western and Soviet rights to zones of
influence and that, although internationalism had gained the ascendancy over
isolationism in the US, there was no American desire to remain in the heart of
Europe.

The problem with all this was how to maintain great power consensus. The
Second World War redistributed world power dramatically and left France
temporarily out of the power equation, China in the throes of civil war, Ger-
many prostrate, and Japan occupied and devastated by the atomic trauma of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Britain was severely weakened militarily and eco-
nomically and faced huge problems as a result of its unusual dependence on
overseas trade, which had been severely disrupted, and of nationalist chal-
lenges to its imperial possessions. The key considerations were consequently
Soviet power, US power and the danger of a revival of German power. Once
the Soviets and Americans began to fear each other’s intentions, neither side
could allow Germany to move fully within the other’s camp. This was why the
German problem was such a sensitive issue and why partition became semi-
permanent.

Matters were made worse because the allied working relationship between
Stalin, Roosevelt and Churchill was broken in 1945, first by Roosevelt’s death
and then by Churchill’s electoral defeat. In April 1945, evidence of strained
relations surfaced in a notorious meeting between President Truman and
Vyacheslav Molotov, the Soviet Foreign Minister, whom the President scolded
for Soviet failure to keep agreements on Poland. Truman still resisted the hard-
line approach favoured by the British and sent Roosevelt’s old trusted stalwart
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Harry Hopkins as a personal envoy to Moscow to try to sort out problems: the
gesture was to little avail. Confusion about the Potsdam Conference (1945)
agreement about reparations and Soviet dominance of Poland, unilateral
actions in Eastern Europe, non-participation in the IMF, demands on Turkey,
and refusal in early 1946 to honour a wartime agreement to withdraw from
northern Iran, all alarmed the US. After strong American demands, and suf-
fering adverse publicity in the UN, the Soviets eventually withdrew from Iran,
but Truman was now worried about their intentions. With the UN rendered
largely ineffective by the veto and an ideological divide, it became clear that
the US would have to look after its own security affairs. In Washington, hard-
line anti-communists in the State Department were making their voices heard,
especially after Stalin’s belligerent call for Soviet rearmament in February
1946. George Kennan, a long-standing Soviet expert, responded with the most
famous diplomatic message of modern times – the Long Telegram – from the
US Moscow Embassy on 22 February. He warned of the USSR’s tendency to
expansion and of the need for the US to oppose it resolutely. This articulated
many of the inchoate fears and concerns in the minds of Washington officials.
British Prime Minister Winston Churchill then added to the anti-Soviet
momentum in his famous speech at Fulton Missouri on 5 March 1946. Con-
juring up apocalyptic dangers with his powerful rhetoric, he dramatically
called for Anglo-American cooperation to resist Soviet communism and spoke
of an iron curtain having descended from Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the
Adriatic.

The US began to act with less regard for Soviet sensitivities in prudent
moves to safeguard Western interests. In May 1946 General Lucius Clay sus-
pended German reparation shipments from the American zone of occupation.
In December 1946, British and American zones of occupation in Germany
were merged to create Bizonia. On 24 February 1947, Britain formally
informed the US that it could no longer give military assistance to Greece and
Turkey: two key countries where the Soviets were thought to have ambitions.
President Truman responded with one of the most dramatic diplomatic
announcements of all time and demonstrated clearly internationalism’s tri-
umph over isolationism in the US. The Truman Doctrine pledged help to
countries to resist aggression from internal or external sources and more
specifically provided assistance to replace Britain’s in Greece and Turkey.

In May 1947, William Clayton, Under-Secretary of State for Economic
Affairs, reported that economic distress in Europe was far worse than antici-
pated and forecasted political and social disaster unless action was taken. A
month later, the new Secretary of State, General George Marshall, who was
less conciliatory than his predecessor James Byrnes, proposed a European
Recovery Programme in his famous Harvard Speech. This became the Mar-
shall Plan and ultimately provided Europe with over $13 billion of economic
aid spread over five years subject to participating countries devising a common
recovery programme as a prelude to European unity.5 Technically, it was open
to Soviet participation, but neither the US nor its closest ally, Britain, had any
intentions of allowing them to take part. In fact, they correctly anticipated
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that the USSR would regard the plan as an attempt to lure Soviet satellites into
the Western camp and, consequently, find unacceptable its conditions and its
inherent potential to spread capitalist contagion to command economies.

With the implementation of Marshall Aid came the economic division of
Europe and, most important of all, of East from West Germany. This was
highly provocative to the Soviets with the danger of capitalist infection
spreading via a newly created Deutschmark into Eastern Europe. They reacted
by closing ground access to the Western redoubt in Berlin, thus precipitat-
ing the first major Cold War crisis. The West countered with a prolonged
airlift from June 1948 to May 1949.6 The USSR moved to consolidate its
hold over Eastern Europe, establishing the Council for Mutual Economic
Assistance (COMECON) in 1949 and shifting from coalition tactics to a pro-
cess of Stalinisation, removing, most notably in Prague, the last vestiges of
pro-Western elements from government. Meantime Western European coun-
tries began to organise for defence against both the USSR and a potential
revanchist Germany. In March 1948 Britain, France and the Benelux countries
concluded a mutual defence agreement through the Brussels Treaty Organis-
ation (BTO). However, this lacked the capacity to counter the 2.9 million men
that the USSR still had under arms and so, under great pressure, the Truman
administration finally provided a security guarantee to Western Europe. In
April 1949 the US agreed the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), an
intergovernmental military alliance that provided for mutual defence. It sub-
sequently dominated West Europe’s hard security arrangements throughout
the Cold War and became the principal vehicle of American influence in
Europe (see Chapter 5).

NATO’s first Secretary-General, Lord Ismay, famously described the organ-
isation’s function as being to ‘keep the Americans in, the Russians out and the
Germans down’. Ineluctably, lines were being drawn. A sequence of actions
and reactions, security concerns and clashing ideologies, economic incompat-
ibilities, difficult personalities, and the historical baggage of mutual suspicions
were snatching defeat from the jaws of victory. War was to be succeeded by
Cold War, not by peace.

Containment and its conduct

In July 1947, Kennan anonymously published in Foreign Affairs an elabor-
ation on his Long Telegram entitled ‘The Sources of Soviet Conduct’. He
wrote: ‘Soviet pressure against the free institutions of the Western world is
something that can be contained by the adroit and vigilant application of
counter-force at a series of constantly shifting geographical and political
points.’7 This became known as containment and became official policy under
Kennan’s stewardship as Director of the newly established State Department
Policy Planning Staff (PPS). He believed that there were five key industrial
centres in the world: the US, Britain, Germany and central Europe, Japan and
the Soviet Union. Four were in the West and one was in the East and this was
the way things should remain. Elsewhere, the West could be flexible, because
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points on the periphery were expendable. Over the next 42 years, containment
went through various permutations along a continuum that stretched from
selective flexible power responses to meet whatever threats were mounted by
the enemy, to a commitment to massive retaliation against whatever breach of
the containment line was made. Where the US should stand on this continuum
preoccupied its strategists throughout the Cold War.

The particular stances of successive US administrations are examined in
Chapter 3, but it is important to acknowledge at the onset that resolving upon
a strategy of containment immediately posed US policy-makers with enduring
questions and problems. Foremost of these was: what was the ultimate object-
ive of containment? Was it the defeat of the USSR or the managed coexistence
of the two superpowers? American emphases ebbed and flowed herein and it is
fascinating to find upon the end of the Cold War the George H. Bush adminis-
tration working hard to support a weakened Soviet Union and its leader
Mikhail Gorbachev as a partner in stability.

Containment also continually asked of what means the US should use and
develop in its prosecution. Calculating Soviet actual military capability
required assessment of numbers and types of strategic and theatre nuclear
forces; conventional air, ground and naval forces; power projection capability;
civil defence; and active defences. To this was added potential forces vested in a
state’s technological base, research and development activities, number and
expertise of skilled technicians, availability of critical resources, economic
strengths and vulnerabilities, and the quantity and quality of reserve forces.8 It
quickly became apparent that nuclear weapons would be a centrepiece of the
US–USSR relationship and that strategists would face major challenges
in managing the nuclear balance. These weapons were not so much about
waging but deterring war and were also sources of political influence, coercion
and military advantage. Moreover they begged terrible questions. What
constituted an unacceptable loss? The McNamara criterion set this at 400
megaton-class nuclear warheads delivered to the designated targets of a pos-
sible adversary on its territory. The objective was to ensure that the US could
kill one-quarter to one-third of the Soviet population and destroy two-thirds
of Soviet industrial capacity in a retaliatory strike. These criteria underwent a
number of subsequent revisions but exactly what the Soviets thought consti-
tuted an unacceptable loss nobody knew with certainty. Also, how did the
Soviets regard nuclear weapons – as instruments for defence, political leverage
or military superiority? How did they see US nuclear capabilities and strategy
– superior or inferior, in relative ascendancy or decline, as aggressive or defen-
sive? Furthermore, immense destructive power was vested in highly fallible
human hands and control systems. But MAD assumed perfect rationality and
perfect detection. This meant that all nuclear states would behave by the rules
of MAD, that no leader would risk launching a first strike in the hope of
disabling their adversary’s second-strike capabilities and that complete secur-
ity was guaranteed of the launch decision process. Nor could there be false
positives, possibility of camouflaging a launch or imperfect attribution. In
retrospect it is known that these assumptions did not prevail. In the Cuban
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Missile Crisis, Soviet troops in Cuba had battlefield nuclear weapons and
ultimate control over these weapons depended on the local commander and
his loyalty to the Kremlin (see Chapter 6). On 6 December 1950, US officials
initially confused flights of geese with a Soviet launch and in 1979 alone 78
missile display conferences were called to evaluate detections potentially
threatening the US.

Strategists had also to respond to relative changes in nuclear capability and
to technological advance. American atomic strikes against Japan during the
Second World War initially conferred upon the US arsenal enormous power,
for it demonstrated willingness to use that destructive capability. However, this
willingness was at a time of no conceivable retaliatory response and thus
became increasingly uncertain as the USSR developed its own nuclear arsenal
and delivery systems. In fact, the Soviets tested with unexpected speed their
first atomic bomb at Semipalatinsk on 29 August 1949, something greatly
assisted by significant espionage within the Los Alamos project. The US had
clear strategic supremacy during the 1950s and the Eisenhower administration
adopted a policy of massive retaliation in 1954, which focused on mass
destruction of enemy civilian populations. That was increasingly challenged
from the late 1950s because it lacked strategic flexibility and the develop-
ment of submarine launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs) made a survivable
nuclear force possible and a second-strike capability credible. In addition,
the risks associated with massive retaliation increased exponentially as the
Soviet nuclear arsenal grew and they successfully tested an ICBM. Incautious
rhetoric by Soviet leader Krushchev contributed to consequent US fears of
a ‘missile gap’. This subsequently proved fictitious but demonstrated never-
theless the importance and potential dangers of the perception factor in
managing the nuclear relationship.

US nuclear strategy consequently shifted again in the early 1960s, especially
under Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, towards MAD. Strategic
stability would be provided for by the US and USSR each having either a first-
strike or second-strike capability. This fuelled an arms race and put the
emphasis on second strike as a defensive option, particularly as both sides
developed multiple independently targetable re-entry vehicles (MIRVs) that
rendered effective anti-ballistic missile (ABM) systems greatly more difficult
and expensive. For instance, the US LG-118A Peacekeeper missile could hold
ten warheads with an explosive yield in excess of 230 Hiroshima-type bombs.
To calm this arms race the US looked in the late 1960s and 1970s to finesse
MAD with notions of political sufficiency or ‘essential equivalence’. Under
this formulation US nuclear capabilities had to be sufficient to ensure both
nuclear stability and that Soviet nuclear forces were not able to become
instruments of political leverage, coercion or military advantage. The Carter
administration complemented nuclear weapons sufficiency with a countervail-
ing strategy. Endorsed in PD-59 on 25 July 1980, this determined that US
nuclear forces had to be sufficiently flexible to enable a graduated response to
Soviet attacks. This theoretically enhanced the US deterrent by obviating the
dilemma of massive retaliation in the face of Soviet aggression that was
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serious but which fell short of total war. The objective was to convince
Moscow that any level of aggression would incur an unacceptably high price.
It did not reject MAD based on targeting urban and industrial targets but did
seemingly accept the plausibility of fighting a limited nuclear war that, by
prioritising the destruction of the Soviet leadership and military targets,
emphasised counter-force rather than counter-city strikes.

The concept of limited nuclear war was fraught with dangers, not least
uncertainty about Soviet reciprocity and about how to ensure ‘management’ in
an inevitable crisis situation that would prevent escalation to total war. Some
critics also saw the possibility of limited nuclear war as destabilising because it
theoretically reduced relative risks and in reality required that the US obtain
superiority in limited war capabilities.9 These criticisms became particularly
vocal once the Reagan administration added an aggressive nuclear build-up
and announcement of SDI to rhetoric about limited nuclear war.

SDI met well the idea that ‘in order to extract maximum benefits from the
deployment of military forces, their structure and modes of operation must be
deliberately aimed at projecting images of power in ways that are readily
absorbed by the world-wide “audience” of political actors and opinion-
makers’.10 Yet missile defence theoretically contributed to strategic destabilis-
ation by promising the US relatively greater defence against nuclear attack. In
the case of threshold states, or those having recently acquired nuclear
weapons, SDI potentially neutralised their first-strike option and made them
more susceptible to coercive American diplomacy. In the case of the USSR it
encouraged ideas of a ‘survivable’ nuclear war and, in Soviet eyes at least, the
likelihood of an American first strike in the expectation that the US could
absorb at acceptable cost those retaliatory Soviet missiles that penetrated its
missile defence shield.

These different permutations of US nuclear strategy were all in one way or
another flawed. According to Lawrence Freedman, stability ultimately came to
depend ‘more on the antithesis of strategy rather than its apotheosis – on
threats that things will get out of hand, that we might act irrationally, that
possibly through inadvertence we could set in motion a process that in its
development and conclusion would be beyond human control and com-
prehension’.11 The nuclear age also threw up sharp ironies and apparent con-
tradictions. A US that promulgated liberalism, democracy and human rights
embraced the possibility of mass nuclear genocide as its premier defence. The
US also invested far less in shelters to ensure the survivability of its civilian
population in the event of a Soviet nuclear attack than in ensuring suffi-
cient survivability of its triad of ICBMs, SLBMs and strategic bombers
to guarantee that annihilation would be mutual in the event of full-scale war
and that the consequent nuclear winter would destroy much of what life was
left on earth. Indeed, Arnold Toynbee prophesised in 1948 that the nation-
state and the split atom could not coexist on this planet.12 Furthermore, fear of
Armageddon effectively made the Clausewitzian idea of war as an instrument
of policy redundant and, especially after the Cuban Missile Crisis, both sides
abandoned military victory in favour of regulating nuclear arms competition.
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In the 1960s agreement was struck to ban nuclear and other weapons from
Antarctica and nuclear weapons tests in the atmosphere, outer space and
under water. The May 1972 Interim Agreement on the Limitation of Strategic
Offensive Arms froze deployment of ICBMs, limited the growth of SLBMs
and provided for the ABM Treaty, which was generally regarded as codifying
nuclear deterrence based on mutual vulnerability and became seen as the
cornerstone of strategic stability. Even the Reagan administration became
known as much for the Strategic Arms Reduction Talks (START) and Rea-
gan’s abhorrence of nuclear weapons as for SDI and its initial reinvigoration
of the Cold War.

This combination of containment and the nuclear core of the Cold War
had profound consequences for how and where the Cold War was fought,
and for the US itself. While direct US–USSR nuclear war became countered
by mutual vulnerability, the peaceful division of Europe as the Cold War
front-line was maintained foremost through a tacit quid pro quo. US
nuclear guarantees to NATO effectively offset perceived Soviet conventional
superiority while the USSR countered NATO’s integration of conventional
and battlefield nuclear weapons – essentially a first-strike doctrine – by stress-
ing that even limited nuclear attack on its forces would be regarded as global
nuclear war. This in turn progressively shifted the focus of the Cold War to the
periphery and to limited superpower conflict by proxy, which often led US
policy-makers to overlay complex regional problems with simplistic and
frequently inappropriate containment prescriptions. As will be seen in sub-
sequent chapters, the policies of the USSR were often lesser obstacles to US
objectives than were power vacuums, economic dislocation, revolutionary
nationalism and internecine dispute. In many cases US economic largess and
supply of arms, military training and logistical support to proxy forces exacer-
bated indigenous problems, even if at the Cold War level US and Soviet initi-
atives were held in balance. Also, US policy-makers frequently faced difficult
choices between American principles of democracy, anti-colonialism and
national self-determination and the demands of maintaining beneficial short-
term stability, which might best be served by cooperation with colonial powers
and dictators, subverting democratic processes, or even armed intervention –
especially in the Western Hemisphere in defence of the Monroe Doctrine.

Containment also necessitated that the US develop an extensive network of
allies and alliances throughout the Free World. These were sources of security
contributions, political influence, strategic raw materials and offensive and
defensive military bases – especially important before the development of
ICBMs in ensuring Soviet nuclear vulnerability. At the same time these allies
were often a significant drain on American resources, uncooperative in
elements of American strategy and, especially in the Third World, less inter-
ested in the Cold War than in development and local antagonisms. As will be
seen later, the Truman administration invested billions of dollars in European
post-war economic and military recovery but Western Europe later posed sig-
nificant economic challenges to the US and its member states often pursued
policies not favoured by Washington – such as Ostpolitik, France’s force de
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frappe and resistance to the possible use of the atomic bomb in Korea and
the deployment of Pershing II and Cruise missiles in Europe in the 1980s.
Third World countries absorbed US resources but frequently failed to deliver
the political and economic reforms favoured by American policy-makers
and demanded a New International Economic Order (NIEO) in the 1970s.
US client states exploited their strategic significance to secure economic,
political and military advantage, and occasionally the US completely lost
its investment as unpopular regimes it supported were overthrown – such as
the Shah’s Iran. In short, containment led the US to face the classic dilemma
of a hegemon: how much of the burden of maintaining the system could it
sustain, and for how long, without over-extending itself and entering relative
decline?

Then there was the problem of deciding what, in a policy of containment,
constituted the national interest. Could the US tolerate non-alignment? How
credible was domino theory and what national interest criterion justified the
Vietnam War? Were there regions of the world in which the US did not have a
vital national interest? Did the US national interest differ from collective
Western interests and, if so, to what effect? Should the US wage nuclear war
for limited objectives and/or in defence of physically distant allies? If so, when
and why? Was it right to dedicate so much of America’s resources to contain-
ment at the expense of neglected domestic issues, especially when allies con-
sumed American security and contributed proportionately less? Answers to
these and still more questions differed depending on where on the containment
continuum an administration stood, international circumstances at the time
and the temper of domestic politics.

Finally there was the question of appropriate tools for fighting the Cold
War. Nuclear calculations meant that strategic deterrence consumed massive
amounts of American economic, technical and material resources. One esti-
mate put the cost of maintaining US offensive strategic forces during the Cold
War at almost $2 trillion.13 Yet this massive investment was made principally
to maintain superpower stalemate, albeit that there were significant political
spin-offs and, especially during the Reagan administration, there were ideas
that accelerated nuclear build-up might economically cripple the USSR and
cause its weakening if not collapse. This shifted the military calculation to
ensuring sufficient conventional forces to thwart a Soviet attack on a scale that
was not deemed to exceed the threshold of cause for nuclear war – itself
undefined – and to supporting client states, allies and proxy fighters. Beyond
this military means had declining utility, certainly in influencing the overall
Cold War balance. It consequently became important to marshal other
instruments to fight for the hearts and minds of the world’s peoples, attack the
principles of the Soviet system and combat communism’s potential allure,
especially in the case of Third World nationalist movements that were often
preoccupied with fighting Western colonialism. It also became important to
deny the Soviets technology and resources, to send signals of intent and
resolve short of military action to allies and enemies alike, and even to social-
ise the Soviets into the Western system through selected East–West trade. All
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of this put increasing emphasis on diplomacy, psychological warfare, holding
together US allies and economic statecraft (see Chapter 4).

Conclusion

The precise causes and origins of the Cold War remain debated and interpret-
ations will continue to be refined as theories of international relations evolve
and particularly as former Soviet documents become available for public scru-
tiny. That said, simplistic interpretations blaming either the US or USSR have
been discounted and replaced with much more nuanced accounts. These
acknowledge variously the impact of technological change, Great Power
rivalry, particular state security concerns, interplay between the domestic and
international realms, international political economy, ideological rivalry,
national liberation movements and the role of non-state actors. Furthermore,
the variety of accounts owes much both to the availability of material, which
has become more voluminous over the years, and sometimes to the political
inclination and preconceptions of the writers of history.

US policy-makers also interpreted world events through their own values
and the prescriptions of containment strategy. The transition from winning
the war to losing the peace was remarkably quick and technology dictated
significantly where and how the Cold War would be fought. Yet policy-makers
at the time had no sure knowledge of this and wrestled continuously with
the contradictions within containment and tried to react judiciously to
uncertain threats on the basis of incomplete information. It is this human
factor that made nuclear Armageddon frighteningly possible and resistible. It
is also, as will be seen in the next chapter, what helped position successive US
administrations differently along the containment continuum.
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3 Superpower collaboration and
confrontation
US containment policy,
1950–91

Containment gave policy-makers a sense of purpose and an interpretative
framework. It reduced complex local and regional problems to ‘simple’ calcu-
lations of East–West balance and competition. It was also a strategy readily
communicable to domestic and international constituencies. As such it was a
galvaniser of support for US policy and a great legitimising weapon, making
‘acceptable’ all variety of practices by invoking national security to justify
dubious means for righteous ends. Ordinarily such practices would be seen as
highly contentious and compromising of American leadership and moral
authority.

Containment also encouraged overly prescriptive interpretations that were
often inappropriate to local or regional problems. As a concept it was nebu-
lous and underwent many incarnations in response both to different US
administrations’ interpretations of it and to evolving economic, technological,
political, military, geostrategic and psychological conditions. Was it right to
calculate East–West exchanges in zero-sum terms or, as Kennan suggested,
was there scope for more flexibility? Was negotiation acceptable from any
position other than one of overwhelming strength? How could allies best be
held together, how much dissension could be tolerated, and how much control
over them did Washington actually have? How much scope was there for
adventurism and ‘roll-back’ in the nuclear era?

Truman and NSC-68

The first important twist to US containment policy was effected in 1950,
largely by Paul Nitze, Kennan’s successor as Director of the State Department
PPS. The inspiration for this major review was multifaceted. First, the inter-
national system had evolved into a rigid bipolar configuration that challenged
Kennan’s flexible version of containment. Second, the Truman administration
needed a bold policy in order to overcome American isolationist sentiment
and to deflect charges of being ‘soft’ on communism, accusations which were
emboldened by spy scandals and later by the onset of McCarthyism. Third,
international events had deteriorated badly. While the Democrats had ‘lost’
China to Mao Tse-tung’s communists in 1949, the Soviets had consolidated
their power in Eastern Europe, challenged the West with the Berlin blockade



and broken the American monopoly on the atomic bomb. Finally, a series of
fears reflected a lack of confidence: fear of appeasement in the face of a new
totalitarian challenge to democracy, fear that the economic crises of the 1930s
might recur and lend weight to communism as a viable alternative to capital-
ism, and fear that decolonisation would weaken Britain and France especially
and provide new opportunities for communism in the Third World.

The response to all these factors was National Security Council Resolution
68 (NSC-68), one of the most important, most debated and arguably the most
seriously flawed documents in modern American history. Its general thrust
was not new. Many of its objectives and assumptions had been set out previ-
ously in NSC-20/4 in November 1948: namely that the Soviets were intent
upon expansionist strategies, the communist design meant that the Free World
was in peril, and that it fell to the US to lead the resistance against the ‘red
menace’. The novelty of NSC-68 lay in its global reach, its military emphasis
and its harsh tone. This had three serious and dangerous implications for US
containment policy. First, the flexibility of Kennan’s original version was lost
because, in transforming containment from a selective to a perimeter fence
strategy, the traditional hierarchy of interests became so blurred that national
and global security became indistinguishable. Thereafter, policy-makers per-
sistently failed to distinguish between geopolitical and ideological contain-
ment. Second, militarisation had profound implications for the means by
which the US would combat communism. To rely on nuclear weapons threat-
ened to lead the US into an appeasement trap because, unless it was prepared
to start nuclear war as an indiscriminate response to every challenge, irrespect-
ive of the importance of the interests at stake, it would be forced to yield to
Soviet pressure. Each time that happened, it would lose credibility and invite
the Kremlin to push harder, particularly as the Soviet nuclear arsenal began to
offset the strategic advantage of the American. Consequently, contrary to
Kennan’s ideas, the US and its allies had to develop conventional force cap-
abilities to supplement the nuclear deterrent and be prepared and able to act
wherever communism threatened. This militarised version of containment
dominated both the rest of the Cold War and American society as a vast mili-
tary–industrial complex developed to service the demands of NSC-68. Third,
the ‘tone’ of NSC-68 was couched in apocalyptic terms: ‘The issues that face
us are momentous, involving the fulfilment or destruction not only of the
Republic but of civilisation itself.’1 Perforce America needed to take the initi-
ative against communism and to change the nature of the Soviet system
through a range of activities, including psychological and economic warfare,
political pressure and covert operations. Moreover, NSC-68 formulated a Cold
War calculus based on a ‘zero-sum game’, whereby any gain for communism
would be a loss to the West. It was thus important that any negotiations with
the Soviets should be from a position of overwhelming strength so as not to
lose any ground, either literally or psychologically. The image and credibility
of the US were more significant than ever before because policy-makers were
convinced that perceptions of change in the balance of power were just as
damaging as quantifiable ones. In other words, the US had constantly to send
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the right signals and warnings to allies and enemies alike in order to give the
appearance and/or reality of either maintaining the status quo or improving
the West’s position.

Had it not been for the outbreak of the Korean War in June 1950, it is
extremely unlikely that NSC-68 would have secured the backing of Congress
because of the vast expense involved. Once approved, though, its effects were
profound and obvious. In the short term, defence expenditure mushroomed to
over $50 billion, or 18.5% of US gross national product (GNP). To maintain
the American strategic supremacy, Truman approved the development of the
hydrogen bomb and US commitments overseas were increased, most notably
by the decision to fight a land war in Asia to repel communism from South
Korea (see Chapter 7). Also, to enhance the capabilities of the Free World,
new alliances were sought and existing ones strengthened. In September 1950,
America bolstered its commitment to conventional defence in Europe, in part
to give heart to allies there and in part to persuade them to accept West
German remilitarisation. Furthermore, to counter criticism of the loss of
China, the Truman administration took a hard, even provocative, line against
Mao. In June 1950, the US Seventh Fleet was ordered to patrol the Taiwan
Strait. This reversed Truman’s gradual disengagement during the late 1940s
and recommitted American support to Chiang Kai-shek’s nationalists, whom
Mao had driven from the Chinese mainland on to Taiwan.

In the longer term, NSC-68 both secured a bipartisan consensus in foreign
policy, which would endure for two decades, except for a brief partisan
skirmish over General MacArthur’s conduct of the Korean War, and set the
contours of American strategy for the remainder of the Cold War. It also
successively secured the primacy of security above all other aspects of the
budget, the militarisation of containment, and America’s coming of age as a
global police officer. However, the internal inconsistencies and oversimplifi-
cations in NSC-68 meant that it also bequeathed a series of problems to
subsequent administrations. Significantly, Kennan did not endorse NSC-68.

NSC-68’s vision of Kremlin-dominated world communism caused the US
to misinterpret international affairs and to neglect initial opportunities to
exploit fragmentation within the communist camp. The blurring of national
with global security interests meant that instead of enhancing US security
through an arms build-up, NSC-68 disproportionately increased US commit-
ments and provided a dangerous recipe for overextension. The prescription
that the US should only negotiate from a position of overwhelming strength
provoked legitimate Soviet security fears and ran counter to the hopes of some
Americans of socialising them into the existing international system. Fur-
thermore, NSC-68 exposed the US to charges of hypocrisy and perversion of
its own values. The authors of NSC-68 claimed that the US was disadvantaged
significantly vis-à-vis the Soviet Union because the Kremlin had no moral
standards other than those which served the communist revolution. Yet, at the
same time, they declared that ‘The integrity of our system will not be jeopard-
ized by any measures, covert or overt, violent or non-violent, which serve the
purpose of frustrating the Kremlin design’.2 Most dangerously of all, NSC-68
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failed to distinguish between geopolitical and ideological threats and thus,
in the brutal frankness of J.L. Gaddis, made ‘all interests vital, all means
affordable, all methods justifiable’.3 Just how a constitutional democracy could
subscribe to this and still hold true both to itself and to its self-proclaimed
moral superiority was a question that troubled successive administrations
throughout the Cold War.

Eisenhower and the New Look

Eisenhower largely endorsed NSC-68. He accepted its view of international
communism and the dangers it identified of communist subversion. He
became extremely fond of the imagery of nations toppling successively to
communism like a row of upended dominoes. But this was not as simplistic
as it might first seem: Hitler had successively toppled types of dominoes in
the 1930s period of appeasement when he rearmed, remilitarised the Rhine-
land, and annexed Austria, then the Sudetenland, and then the rest of
Czechoslovakia. Eisenhower also believed that a communist victory any-
where was a triple defeat for the West: a potential ally was lost, an implacable
enemy gained a new recruit, and US credibility was damaged. Furthermore,
his Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, epitomised a missionary vision
whereby the world aspired to be like America and America had to champion
the rights of both the voiceless and, at times, unenlightened. In fact, the
battle between ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ was so clear that Dulles had little time for
either non-alignment or neutrality, concepts he regarded as short-sighted and
immoral.

Eisenhower’s New Look strategy, which emerged in 1953 from a govern-
ment review called Operation Solarium, differed significantly from its pre-
decessor in several respects. It rejected the profligacy of NSC-68 with its
assumption that 20% of GNP could be devoted to defence. The Republicans
were committed to balanced budgets and tax cuts and Eisenhower was per-
sonally convinced that the US people would not sanction an indefinite sacrifice
for an unwinnable war, which is what defensive containment seemed to entail.
Whereas Truman had justified massive expenditure on the grounds that it was
the threat of communism, rather than bankruptcy, which challenged America,
Eisenhower warned that care had to be taken that waging containment did not
impose so many demands upon the American economy that it destroyed the
very system it was trying to defend. This was all too possible if the budget got
out of hand, or if rigid regimentation were necessary to harness productive
capacity, or if the US got sucked into costly conflicts. Indeed, Eisenhower’s
first major contribution to this approach was to end the expensive and futile
fighting in Korea. Thereafter, he cut back on military personnel and reined in
military expenditure so successfully that throughout his administrations the
defence budget remained significantly lower than Truman’s, ranging between
$35 and 42 billion.

The crux of the New Look was thus to accept the principles of NSC-68 but
to prosecute them in ways that did not overburden American society. The
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resulting containment strategy had three key themes: renewed focus on nuclear
weapons, burden-sharing with allies, and covert, economic and psychological
warfare. Eisenhower took the US back to a reliance on its superiority in air
power and nuclear weapons, so much so that he and Dulles conceived of small
nuclear bombs as tactical weapons to be deployed in the event of a European
conflict. The deterrent of massive atomic and thermonuclear retaliation had
the double advantage of being cheaper than conventional forces and reducing
reliance on overseas bases. Eisenhower authorised the B41, equivalent to 400
Hiroshima-type bombs, doubled the size of the US nuclear stockpile between
1953 and 1955, and deployed low-kiloton nuclear warheads in Europe that
could be used as tactical weapons in a limited war. Dulles, in an aphorism for
which he became infamous, proclaimed that the art of Cold War statecraft had
become brinkmanship: ‘The ability to get to the verge without getting into war
is the necessary art.’4

The corollary to massive retaliation was to devise ways to retain some semb-
lance of flexibility at minimum cost, particularly in the battle for the Third
World. This came in three forms. First, the US looked increasingly to alliances
and regional cooperation. The burden of global containment had to be
shared, particularly in the Middle East where the US struggled to project
unilateral power. It was important, too, to develop and display a sense of
shared purpose in order to encourage resistance to communist subversion,
to deter Soviet encroachment, and to subdue regional internecine disputes for
the sake of a common front against communism. The ultimate aim was to
encircle the Soviet Union and China with states aligned with the US. This
would erect a perimeter fence and allow other states to guard it with their,
rather than US, conventional forces. With this objective in mind, the US
secured the integration of West German forces into NATO to bolster the
European theatre. In the Middle East, it sponsored the Northern Tier and
the Baghdad Pact (later CENTO). For Asia, it agreed on 8 September 1954 to
the South East Asia Treaty Organisation (SEATO), comprised of itself, Brit-
ain, Australia, New Zealand, Pakistan, France, the Philippines and Thailand,
and continued the ANZUS Pact concluded by Truman with New Zealand and
Australia in 1951. These arrangements were supplemented by bilateral defence
arrangements with countries such as Japan, South Korea and Nationalist
China.

The second way to retain flexibility was to seize the Cold War initiative. The
Republicans had criticised containment as ‘negative, futile and immoral’
because it did nothing for those enslaved by communism. In contrast, Dulles
laced his public declarations with aggressive rhetoric about ‘liberation’ and
‘rolling back’ the frontiers of communism. This was predominately psycho-
logical warfare with the triple hope that, by striking various poses and send-
ing messages, it would be possible to galvanise the American public,
reassure American allies and discomfort the Soviet regime. However, Dulles’s
aspirations were also underpinned by what became a hallmark of Eisen-
hower’s presidency: covert operations. The CIA helped to overthrow govern-
ments in Iran in 1953 and Guatemala in 1954 and tried unsuccessfully to do
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the same in Indonesia in 1958. It undertook, with the British, provocative
intelligence-gathering over-flights of Soviet territory, and was also involved in
guerrilla activities in North Vietnam, promoted disorder in Eastern Europe
and monitored sections of both American and allied societies.

The final means to avoid dangerous rigidity were efforts to reduce tensions
with the Soviets and to regulate the conduct of the Cold War. Eisenhower was
concerned about an unsustainable arms race and the influence within America
of the industrial–military complex, the latter featuring in his Farewell Address
in January 1961. Key European allies were also interested in negotiating with
the Soviets, especially British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, who was
deeply troubled by Britain’s vulnerability in the event of a nuclear exchange
and desired at least to reduce East–West tension and at best to fashion some
sort of grand Cold War settlement.5 As Churchill observed at Bermuda in
1953, ‘There should not be a question of finding a reason for suspicion for
giving evil meaning to every move of the Soviets.’6 Moreover, opportunity for
dialogue seemingly improved as a result of auspicious changes in the inter-
national system, notably the winding down of the war in Korea, Stalin’s death
and allied arrangements which allowed West Germany to enter NATO and
rearm.

During his presidency, Eisenhower held three summits with Soviet leaders,
there were five foreign ministers’ meetings, and a series of lower level talks
ranging from arms control to culture. Cynics have interpreted Eisenhower’s
willingness to parley with the Soviets, in his later years in office, as just another
form of psychological warfare. For example, they claim that his Open Skies
initiative at the first Cold War summit in Geneva in July 1955, which proposed
aerial surveillance of military installations to minimise the threat of a surprise
attack, was an attempt to embarrass the Soviets, who were unlikely to accept.
Others have seen a limited form of détente in Eisenhower’s policy, especially
towards the end of his second administration after McCarthyism was dis-
credited and Krushchev had become the clear leader of the USSR. Eisen-
hower did abandon Truman’s insistence on negotiating only from a position of
overwhelming strength but his actual commitment to détente is questionable
given the cavalier use of U-2 reconnaissance planes over the USSR in the run-
up to the Paris Four Power Summit in May 1960. When the Soviets brought
down a U-2 on 1 May, only two weeks before the summit, it created such a
diplomatic furore that the conference was aborted.

All things considered, the New Look attempted ‘containment on the cheap’.
Truman’s policy had been an assured response calculated to meet, but not
exceed, the initial provocation wherever it might take place. Eisenhower’s
policy maintained certainty of response, but introduced uncertainty as to
place and nature. The gamble was that uncertainty would breed Soviet
caution and gain the US the initiative. Eisenhower was relatively successful.
The defence budget was controlled, the US did not become embroiled in
another foreign war, and relations with the Soviets were relatively peaceful –
despite the US brandishing nuclear weapons over Korea and Taiwan, and the
Soviets doing likewise over the Suez Crisis in 1956. Meantime US diplomacy,

Superpower collaboration and confrontation 37



psychological warfare and economic statecraft sought to consolidate US allies
and to prise Soviet satellites away from Moscow, especially Yugoslavia.

However, this relative success may well owe as much to good luck as to good
judgement because Eisenhower failed to resolve many of the contradictions
bequeathed him by NSC-68. The Republicans contracted US means to pros-
ecute containment short of nuclear retaliation, but actually increased US
commitments through their alliance policy. Their rhetoric about ‘roll-back’
alarmed allies and raised false hopes, sometimes with disastrous effects, such
as in the 1956 Hungarian uprising, which the Soviets mercilessly crushed.
Although prepared to exploit differences between Moscow and its European
satellite states especially, the administration failed to capitalise on Sino-Soviet
differences, and a combination of Dulles’s hostility to non-alignment and the
difficulty of distinguishing between national liberation and communist move-
ments jeopardised US integrity in the Third World. Indeed, this often swept
the US into a posture pitted against both change and its traditional anti-
colonial values. Furthermore, brinkmanship, relying predominantly on
nuclear weapons, was dangerously rigid, held potentially disastrous con-
sequences, and was morally repugnant for many. It embraced the potential for
mass nuclear genocide as America’s principal defence and forced consider-
ation of a first-strike strategy and the treatment of nuclear weapons as con-
ventional weapons, despite the fact that NATO war games revealed that even a
limited nuclear conflict would destroy most of Central Europe. Moreover,
retrospective analysis has indicated that in the Taiwan crisis in 1955 Eisen-
hower took the US far closer than previously thought to the ‘nuclear brink’.7

Kennedy, Johnson and flexible response

By the 1960s, the Cold War was changing in terms of focus and required
strategy. The Soviets and the Chinese were busy supporting Third World liber-
ation movements and on 4 October 1957 the USSR launched Sputnik 1. This
demonstration of Soviet technical ability to develop ICBMs suggested that
they were rapidly closing the technological gap and that the nuclear relation-
ship was headed towards stalemate. The Cold War confrontation now focused
on the problem of dealing with nuclear power that could inflict unacceptable
damage on each side if war were to come, and with winning the battle for the
allegiance of Third World countries.

The Kennedy administration effectively oversaw a qualitative change in the
nature of the Cold War and a turning point in containment policy. Kennedy’s
approach, encompassed by the slogan the ‘New Frontier’, focused on two
things: MAD and the battle for the hearts, minds and capabilities of the Third
World. In both of these aspects Kennedy wanted the capacity for flexible
response, and it was clear in the run-up to the 1960 presidential election that
his differences with Eisenhower were rooted in means rather than ends.
Kennedy subscribed willingly to containment strategy, the domino theory and
the zero-sum calculus. He recognised the importance of alliances and
advanced little in the way of a more nuanced understanding of varieties of
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communism, regardless of increasingly obvious Sino-Soviet tension. He also
accepted, particularly after the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, the need to negoti-
ate ground rules with the Soviets for the conduct of the Cold War. After the
crisis, both sides recognised that they had to avoid head-to-head confrontation
at all costs and stabilise nuclear relations, something epitomised by the
Limited Nuclear Test Ban Treaty of 1963. What Kennedy took issue with was
Republican unwillingness to fund the resources necessary to maintain not just
the American nuclear deterrent at appropriate levels, but also to invest in
conventional forces and the battle for the Third World. He accused Eisen-
hower successively of allowing a missile gap to develop with the USSR, of
adopting a passive or reactive containment policy, and of so starving con-
ventional American forces that the US was helpless in the face of ‘brushfire
challenges’. So great had the gap between means, perceived interests and
commitments allegedly become, that Kennedy was convinced that US cred-
ibility was in the balance. He came to office consequently promising to ‘pay
any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any
foe to assure the survival and the success of liberty’.8

Kennedy and his highly influential Defense Secretary, Robert McNamara,
felt that Eisenhower had taken the US back to the 1940s with a choice between
humiliation and nuclear war. Their approach, rather like Truman’s, was
to develop the means for flexible response. Eisenhower’s balanced budgets
and low inflation were meaningless when the communist threat remained
undiminished and American workers were repeatedly laid off through no less
than three economic recessions. Instead, Keynesian economic policies could
fulfil Kennedy’s commitment to full employment and economic expansion
while also empowering the hands of US policy-makers to protect America’s
global interests. Fortuitously, the Berlin and Cuban crises justified Kennedy’s
spiralling defence expenditure in the same way that the Korean War had
Truman’s.

Foremost among Kennedy’s concerns was the missile gap, a perception of
Soviet technological prowess encouraged by the launch of Sputnik into earth
orbit, the US Gaither Report in 1957 and injudicious Soviet rhetoric. Kennedy
moved quickly to counter this perceived ‘window of vulnerability’. He
approved an accelerated strategic missile build-up sufficient to guarantee the
US an indisputable second-strike capacity: the US would be able to absorb a
Soviet first strike and still be able to mount a devastating response. The theory
was that nuclear relations with the Soviets could be stabilised by MAD,
whereby deterrence was based on mutual vulnerability rather than the US
supremacy of the Truman years. In 1961, the defence budget increased by 15%
and, by 1964, the Polaris submarine fleet and the number of Minuteman mis-
siles had almost doubled. Also, in 1964, McNamara revealed plans for a long-
range missile force of over 1,700 delivery vehicles – 1,000 Minuteman I and II
ICBMs, 54 land-based Titan IIs and 656 Polaris SLBMs.

All of this was on the back of a fiction. There was a missile gap but it was
massively in America’s favour. Rather than the estimated 400–500 Soviet
ICBMs the USSR actually had just four. The Kennedy administration almost
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certainly knew this from information provided by U-2 flights and reconnais-
sance satellites, operational since November 1960. Nevertheless it used rather
than disabused the misperception to push through its massive increase in mili-
tary spending. Meantime nuclear build-up was complemented by a major
commitment to fighting communism in the Third World, where the battle was
characterised by subversion, guerrilla warfare and clientelism. Whereas Dulles
had simply opposed communism when it arose, Kennedy’s idealism commit-
ted him to treating the cause as well as the effects. To deal with the effects, he
increasingly emphasised non-military and non-conventional elements of
containment, particularly the expansion of counter-insurgency techniques
that were epitomised by the Green Berets and Jungle Warfare Schools in the
Panama Canal Zone and at Fort Bragg. For treating the cause, Kennedy pre-
scribed economic aid and educational activities. These included the Peace
Corps, which by 1963 had dispatched 9,000 volunteers to over 40 countries,
and the Food for Peace project which used American agricultural surpluses to
aid the Third World, albeit netting the US $1.5 billion annually in return.
Most ambitiously of all, Kennedy wanted to nation-build around progressive
movements so that the US could champion rightful claims to independence
rather than support the conservative regimes used predominantly by Eisen-
hower. For this programme Kennedy drew intellectually on the work of Walt
Rostow and his book Stages of Economic Growth9 and targeted Latin America
for special attention. There he launched his most enterprising project: the
Alliance for Progress (see Chapter 6).

Flexible response became the hallmark of the Kennedy and Johnson admin-
istrations but, for all the former’s idealism and the latter’s political savvy, their
brand of containment was no less flawed than their predecessors’. Some mis-
takes were inherited. For example, they both had over-simplistic views of
communism and of the international system and failed to distinguish between
geopolitical and ideological threats. This had tragic implications for Johnson
in Vietnam and caused Kennedy major problems in Latin America where his
liberal idealism ran into America’s vested interest in the status quo. Diversity
could be tolerated only if it were either controlled by America or followed
economic and political principles broadly in line with the American model.

Kennedy’s and Johnson’s versions of containment also brought new
problems. Insistence on an indisputable ‘second-strike’ capacity embraced
MAD and necessitated massive expenditure. Also, the failure to establish a
hierarchy of interests had enormous consequences. First, it caused Kennedy
and Johnson to mortgage US credibility with ever increasing instalments to
buy victory in Vietnam. Second, it put intolerable strains on the economy and
American people, which Eisenhower had warned against doing. In the 1960s,
the US could bear the costs of Kennedy’s flexible response even less than it
could the cost of Truman’s NSC-68 in 1950. The US balance of payments
problem deteriorated because of swollen military budgets and confidence
declined in both the dollar and American leadership. Allies became harder to
control and domestic opposition to the Vietnam carnage jeopardised
bipartisan support for containment. Indeed, Johnson’s decision not to seek
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re-election in 1968, and the plethora of anti-war incidents, signalled that
containment was in crisis.10

Nixon, Ford, Carter and détente

The Nixon, Ford and Carter years marked the second major and long overdue
shift in containment strategy. Whereas the Eisenhower, Kennedy and Johnson
administrations were all variations on a theme set out in NSC-68, under Nixon
new interpretations as well as tactics emerged. The most important of these
was an effort to address the problem caused by NSC-68’s failure to distinguish
between geopolitical and ideological threats. This timely overhaul of defective
US assumptions was due to a symbiotic relationship between world and
domestic events. Abroad, the American position was in jeopardy. The Soviets
were about to achieve nuclear parity. Vietnam was unwinnable and Nixon had
the thankless task of securing ‘peace with honour’. Furthermore, American
weakness and a seemingly less aggressive Soviet posture tempted the alliance
system to unravel. On the one hand, militarily weak organisations such as
SEATO and CENTO were a constant drain on America’s depleted resources.
On the other, economic boom in Western Europe and Japan and their serious
opposition to American policy in Vietnam and the Middle East meant an
increasing challenge to US leadership. As for the home front, the backlash
against the Vietnam experience ushered in a new era of popular neo-
isolationism. The American people would not tolerate the overseas commit-
ments necessary to maintain a global perimeter fence. Moreover, Congress
moved to reassert its control over the presidency through measures such as the
War Powers Act and exercised renewed vigour in its role of executive
oversight.

In short, relative economic decline and the end of the bipartisan foreign
policy consensus meant that, when waging containment, Nixon, Ford and
Carter operated under far greater constraints than any of their predecessors.
This prompted a long overdue review of national interests, variations of com-
munism, and the nature of the international system. The Nixon Doctrine,
promulgated in July 1969, tried to reduce the damaging expectation–capability
gap created by American overextension. The US would provide the nuclear
deterrent for the West and honour its treaty commitments in the event of non-
nuclear confrontation, but it would not necessarily provide manpower to stave
off communist aggression. Nixon’s declaration also demonstrated a marked
shift away from the zero-sum calculations of previous administrations. In an
era of reduced US capability and confidence, Kennan’s ideas were resurrected:
it was no longer accepted that every battle had to be won, or even fought, to
maintain the East–West balance.

New assessments of power and the international system closely accom-
panied this attempt to rediscover the hierarchy of US interests so carelessly
sacrificed by NSC-68. In 1972, Nixon recognised that bipolarity was break-
ing down and that American ability to sustain post-Second World War struc-
tures was under tremendous strain. This was indicated by the collapse of the
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Bretton Woods system, Third World demands for a NIEO and the challenge
from the Organisation of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). He also
deduced rightly from American impotence in Vietnam, from MAD’s effect on
the use of nuclear weapons, and from the shockwaves of the energy crisis in
1973, that a multidimensional calculation of power was necessary. Moreover,
communist China was now too powerful to be ignored and should be engaged
with in order to help balance Soviet power. Together, recognition of these
realities offered new hope of containing communism without bankrupting the
US. In many ways, the US had gone full circle and returned to Kennan’s
original hypothesis: five centres of power – now the US, Western Europe,
Japan, China and the Soviet Union – balancing each other and with flexibility
around the periphery. This provided more opportunity for trade-offs to miti-
gate tension and an opportunity to shape a New World Order that would
recognise the legitimate security concerns of all states, including the Soviet
Union.

Perhaps the most radical rethink concerned the role of ideology in defining
threats and interests: Nixon and Ford ‘down-graded’ it. Carter tried to
redefine its role. At one stage, Carter was concerned less with notions of East–
West conflict than with human rights and idealistic notions of a global com-
munity based upon economic welfare cooperation in an interdependent world.
It has been claimed that the Nixon–Ford move away from justifying US
foreign policy in terms of an ideological crusade marked the ‘socialization of
American foreign policy by the state system’.11 In fact, it was a pragmatic
adjustment to a peculiar combination of faltering American power, inter-
national systemic change and a period of neo-isolationism in which anti-
communism was no longer a galvanising ‘clarion call’. The most important
outcome of this was that the US re-established a hierarchy of interests based
on calculations of geopolitical power rather than the confusion of NSC-68.

The resulting policy, known as détente, was defined by NSA Henry Kiss-
inger as the evolution of ‘habits of mutual restraint, coexistence, and, ultim-
ately, co-operation’.12 Again, the ultimate goal was containment, but this time
it was conducted in a long series of US–Soviet summits. A combination of
American resolve and inducements aimed to integrate the USSR into the very
international system that US policy-makers had long been convinced the
Soviets were determined to overthrow. The most prominent characteristic of
US policy was Kissinger’s use of linkage, a negotiating strategy rooted in the
American reversion to a more flexible version of containment. Relieved of
zero-sum calculations, Kissinger was able to engage the Soviets in a series of
talks, each conditional on the other, so that trade-offs could be secured and
increased cooperation established through a complex ‘carrot and stick’ style
diplomacy.

In terms of inducements, détente was designed to supplant bipolar conflict
with new agreements and rules that enhanced each country’s stake in cooper-
ation with the other. For example, food and technology were to be used as
non-military weapons to socialise the Soviet Union into the existing order,
perhaps in the long term even to make it partially reliant on Western markets.
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Even more prominent, though, were direct negotiations to reduce East–West
tension, particularly in the field of nuclear weapons. The Soviets were
approaching parity and the US feared the cost of a renewed arms race. Nixon
and Kissinger thus accepted nuclear sufficiency and negotiated with the
Soviets to sustain MAD – hence moves to control nuclear proliferation and
limit ABM systems. Indeed, the symbol of détente became Strategic Arms
Limitation, and in May 1972 Nixon and Brezhnev duly signed SALT I, which
consisted of 16 articles designed to limit ABMs and establish interim agree-
ments to limit offensive strategic missiles.

The counterpart to the ‘carrot’ was the ‘stick’ – American resolve – and
this was demonstrated in several ways. First, there was a great show of
fulfilling commitments, such as aiding Israel in the 1973 Yom Kippur War
and escalating the Vietnam conflict in order to negotiate for peace from a
position of strength. Second, and much more audacious, were Kissinger’s
policy of linkage and attempts to play communist states off against one
another. The most dramatic move in this strategy was the opening of
relations with communist China. Trade-offs and cooperation with the Soviets
were underwritten by using the threat of a Sino-American alliance to apply
pressure on Moscow to abide by the rules. This threat was made particu-
larly plausible as China squared up with the Soviet Union on the Manchurian
border and laid claims to the leadership of world communism. Nixon’s
trip to Peking in 1972 marked a revolution in containment strategy and
ended one of the most absurd charades of post-war US foreign policy: that
Taiwan was China and that the world’s most populated country did not
officially exist.13

Overdue enlightenment was thrust upon the Nixon and Ford adminis-
trations by international and domestic circumstances, but détente nevertheless
marked a logical adjustment of containment strategy. Ends and means were
better aligned. The escape from ideology increased flexibility in dealing with
different communist regimes and in exploiting differences between them.
Focus on the Kremlin as the only power capable of destabilising the inter-
national order, as conceived of by Nixon and Kissinger, enabled a rationalis-
ation of US commitments and alliance obligations. And, by combining ‘carrot
and stick’ measures, a credible attempt was made to fulfil the containment aim
of socialising the Soviets into the international system. Moreover, the timing
of détente was propitious, for the Soviets were in a potentially responsive
mode. Deepening problems with China required approximately 25% of Soviet
manpower to be deployed along the Sino-Soviet border and they were nervous
of weakening control over the Eastern bloc and about the impact of Western
European policies such as Ostpolitik. In addition, they had an agenda to
pursue that looked like détente, specifically to bring the Second World War
formally to a close (there had never been a peace treaty) by concluding an
agreement to recognise existing frontiers in Europe.

Washington perceived this agenda as potentially dangerous, for it might
divide Western allies and, were it successful, undermine the justification for the
large US troop presence in Europe and provide Moscow with more room to
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manoeuvre to try to draw West Germany into the Soviet orbit. After much
discussion and agonising, the CSCE was convened in Helsinki in November
1972 and went through tortuous negotiations there and in Geneva until 1975
when the Helsinki Accords were finally signed. President Ford and Kissinger
came under a hail of criticism at the time for signing away Eastern Europe to
the Soviet empire. However, things were a little more complex than that. Kiss-
inger, while dismissive and derisive of the multilateral diplomacy that went on
at the CSCE, nevertheless took interest at crucial stages of the negotiations
and ensured that despite recognition of the territorial status quo, there was
also a provision for the peaceful change of boundaries – something that
became of great importance in 1990 with the reunification of Germany. Fur-
thermore, the West Europeans wove into the Helsinki Accords what turned
out to be important human rights provisions. All European countries were to
be measured by their human rights record and an ongoing review process was
established: each time the CSCE met it was required to set the date of the next
meeting before it recessed.

The Soviets do not seem to have recognised the potency of these provisions,
which soon encouraged dissidents in the Eastern bloc, as did Carter’s human
rights policy. Carter wanted to restore America’s moral leadership and to
conduct foreign policy in a way that rejected Kissinger’s realpolitik in favour
of international law, open diplomacy, promoting self-determination and uni-
versal human rights, avoiding the use of force, pursuing nuclear non-
proliferation and further relaxing Cold War tensions through economic and
arms control agreements. This was a worthy ambition, and was pursued with
determination and delivered some success. Carter quickly signed three human
rights accords that had been overlooked by previous administrations – the
hemispheric American Convention on Human Rights and two UN Covenants,
one on economic and cultural rights and the other on civil and political rights.
His administration protested the human rights practices of enemies and allies
alike. Chile, El Salvador, Ethiopia, Nicaragua, Uganda and Uruguay all had
either economic or military aid suspended. Carter also capitalised upon the
CSCE agreements to praise the human rights performance of Romania, Yugo-
slavia and Poland and had the State Department express sympathy for the
Charter 77 dissident group in Czechoslovakia, all in the hope of encouraging
wider discontent in the Eastern bloc.

Carter also pursued his interest in reducing Cold War tensions, promoting
international peace and practising a more flexible version of containment. In
1978 he sponsored the Camp David peace treaty between Israel and Egypt and
in the face of great opposition concluded the Panama Treaties that provided
for the end of US occupation of the Canal Zone and for the gradual reversion
of the Zone and the Canal to Panama. His administration also engaged in
negotiations designed to restore diplomatic relations with Cuba and Vietnam,
and on 1 January 1979 recognised the PRC and withdrew formal recognition
of Taiwan and of the 1955 Mutual Defense Treaty. The latter substantially
eased tensions in the Far East, even though quasi-diplomatic US–Taiwan ties
continued after passage of the Taiwan Relations Act. Furthermore, Carter
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pushed aggressively within SALT II for deeper cuts in US–Soviet nuclear
arsenals than those agreed by the Ford administration. This caused some
friction but agreement was eventually struck to limit US and Soviet nuclear
forces to 2,250 strategic nuclear delivery vehicles, restrict the number of war-
heads to be placed on each missile and provide for verification. It also placed a
limit of 1,200 launchers of MIRVed ballistic missiles, no more than 820 of
which were launchers of MIRVed ICBMs.

However, while détente as an approach to containment suffered less from the
inconsistencies that characterised NSC-68 it still faced formidable obstacles. It
was uncertain whether the Soviets would, or could, implement détente fully14

because while the nuclear relationship and severe economic problems gave
them a vested interest in cooperation they rightly feared that détente would
make it increasingly difficult to hold the Eastern bloc together. Neither was
détente universally popular at home. It had the misfortune to be associated
with the Watergate scandal and ran up against a series of conservative and
vested interests, including the conservative right, the powerful Zionist lobby,
the US military and the still-influential Cold War warriors, epitomised by Paul
Nitze’s Committee on the Present Danger, which in 1979 campaigned against
Carter’s defence and arms control policies. It also ran into a Congress anxious
to reassert itself in the wake of Vietnam. For instance, the hopes of Presidents
Ford and Carter of using economic incentives to socialise the USSR were
undermined by the Senate’s insistence on the Jackson–Vanik amendment.
This made a trade agreement and extending most favoured nation (MFN)
treatment conditional upon the Soviet Union allowing more Jewish emigration
and was obviously unacceptable to the Soviets because it was tantamount to
interference in their internal affairs.

It also proved difficult to reconcile realpolitik, moral principles and aspir-
ations for détente. Uncertainty about the extent to which Moscow controlled
communist-leaning liberation movements helped persuade Nixon to continue
the Vietnam War for four years and to unleash the CIA to destabilise the freely
elected Chilean government of Salvador Allende. The contradictions were
even worse within Carter’s foreign policy as he struggled to reconcile pushing
human rights, reaching diplomatic settlements with the Soviets, and guaran-
teeing sufficient military power to protect national security.15 Carter spoke the
language of morality and humanitarian concern, but too often, for his cred-
ibility eventually compromised principle to geostrategic realities. He was no
more able than any other post-war US president to avoid collaborating with
dictatorships such as the Shah’s Iran, which formed a key part of US Middle
Eastern strategy, and other regimes that afforded strategic bases, such as the
Markos dictatorship in the Philippines that provided military bases at Clark
Field and Subic Bay. He also backed down over his welcoming of Soviet
dissidents and former political prisoners to the White House when Moscow
retaliated by cracking down harder on internal dissent and threatening reper-
cussions for arms reduction talks. Furthermore, Carter’s moral certitude and
attempted break with Kissinger’s realpolitik-style détente actually threatened
to be more rather than less confrontational because it created an impression
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that the US had moved from tacit coexistence to being satisfied only with a
fundamental change in the Soviet system.16

Carter’s ability to stay true to his principles and especially détente progres-
sively weakened in the face of a series of reverses abroad and sustained
domestic criticism, led by the American right, of his allegedly weak handling
of defence and foreign affairs. He was castigated for the conduct of the Iranian
hostage disaster, which began in 1979 in the wake of the Islamic fundamental-
ist revolution against the Shah’s Iran when extremists held US officials in
Teheran. His critics likewise seized upon the so-called Soviet offensive in the
Third World as evidence of Kremlin duplicity and the dangerous naivety of
trying to move the basis of foreign policy from ‘power to principle’. From the
mid-1970s onwards, the US suffered setback after setback on the periphery,
from the fall of Saigon in 1975 to a series of communist advances in Africa
and the Sandinista revolution in Nicaragua.

By the time the Soviets sent 85,000 troops into Afghanistan, Carter was an
incumbent under siege and desperately anxious to signal resolve to the Soviets
and to the American people in the lead-up to the presidential election. Con-
cern for human rights had become his Achilles’ heel and the President was in
full retreat from détente and swinging violently to a new hard line. Human
rights criticisms of regimes such as the Argentinean Junta were muted. Ties
with pro-Western dictatorships were buttressed – such as a $500 million deal
for the Markos regime in 1979 that provided it with modern weapons in return
for five further years of base access. Plans for troop withdrawals from South
Korea were reversed. And the Carter Doctrine asserted that any attempt by an
outside power to gain control of the Persian Gulf region would be regarded as
an attack on vital American interests. As for direct US–USSR relations, high-
technology sales were halted, feed grain shipments were embargoed, and
America boycotted the 1980 Moscow Olympics. Carter also withdrew SALT II
from Senate consideration in the full expectation that it would be rejected
anyway as a consequence of cooling East–West relations. At the same time
he endorsed PD-59. Once critical of advocates of limited nuclear war, Carter
shifted position to endorse a countervailing strategy that enabled him to
tell the US people, and the Soviets, that his administration had enhanced
American ability to wage nuclear war.17

Reagan and the Second Cold War

When Reagan came to office the Second Cold War was already underway.
Among other things this was due to Soviet use of the respite provided by
détente to regather their strength and to a serious flaw in Nixon’s and Kissing-
er’s linkage strategy devised to pressurise them into good behaviour. While the
US had cut back on trade with the Soviets, the pain that this inflicted was
dulled to insignificance because the flow from Western Europe and Japan
generally continued. However, accusations that the 1970s, the ‘decade of neg-
lect’, had left America defenceless were false: Carter had reversed the post-
Vietnam slump in the defence budget and in 1980 expanded it to $127 billion.
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Nevertheless, Reagan tapped successfully into US needs to be purged of
Vietnam, to see an end to ‘weak’ post-Watergate leadership, and to shake off
the paralysing self-doubt imbued by an America in decline. The Reagan Doc-
trine and the revolutionary SDI captured the imagination of a disillusioned
American public. Reagan promised ‘dynamic self-renewal’ and his prescrip-
tion was simple: recovery of military supremacy, renewal of messianic purpose
and a return to free enterprise. Containment was central in all of these things.
Rearmament needed a purpose to convince Congress to fund it. Scaremonger-
ing about the Soviet threat did just that. The need to contain a rejuvenated
threat to American values promised to recover the sense of common purpose
and pride in the American way of life that had pervaded the early Cold War
years. Finally, containment provided justification for using free markets rather
than aid to foster development in the Third World; as Reagan liked to argue,
governments did not solve problems, they subsidised them.

However, while Reagan’s strategy for containment is clear, his tactics are
not. Analysis is handicapped by lack of primary sources and plagued by the
‘Reagan paradox’: the contradictions between his warmongering rhetoric and
practical ‘peace-making’, his New Right creed and operational pragmatism18

and his invocation of the ‘evil empire’ and a generally well-managed, if not
always friendly, relationship between the superpowers during his adminis-
trations. In addition, Reagan was one of the most ineffective presidents of all
time when it came to dealing with disputes within his administration: ‘No
Reaganite “grand plan” shines through this fog’ of policy muddle, bureau-
cratic disorder and his spectacular but disingenuous gestures.19 For contain-
ment this meant contradictory policies as hardliners such as Defense Secretary
Caspar Weinberger pushed remorselessly for aggressive confrontation whilst
influential moderates, such as Secretary of State George Shultz and ultimat-
ely Reagan himself, pushed for selective containment and a resurrection of
linkage.

Nonetheless, broad themes can be discerned. Reagan re-emphasised ideol-
ogy and placed moral crusade at the forefront of containment policy. At his
first White House press conference, he accused the Soviets of using détente to
promote world revolution and claimed that ‘they reserve the right unto them-
selves to commit any crime, to lie, [and] to cheat’. Later, in 1981, he attributed
all the unrest in the world to the Soviet Union and in 1983 delivered his
infamous ‘evil empire’ speech. This potent combination of paranoia and
moralism was particularly evident in his attitudes towards Central America.
Alarmist assessments of Soviet intentions were ‘emotional and so lacking in
factual support that it invited accusations of disingenuousness’,20 yet falling
dominoes were nevertheless revisited and the communist advance portrayed as
a challenge to Manifest Destiny.

Beyond this, Reagan’s containment policy was an awkward and inconsistent
‘pick and mix’ of previous strategies as he attempted to reconcile a renewed
messianic globalism with the debilitating ‘Vietnam Syndrome’ and the prag-
matic constraints of the 1980s, such as alliance attitudes and the relative
decline of US power. His militarisation of containment smacked heavily of
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NSC-68; but it was ironic that an otherwise fiscally conservative Republican
administration was prepared to fund rearmament through massive deficit
spending. While US foreign aid was slashed, Reagan embarked upon the most
rapid increase in defence spending in US peacetime history. He launched a
five-year $180 billion programme to modernise US strategic forces. He
reversed Carter’s cancellation of the B-1 bomber, approved a 600-ship navy
and stepped up preparations to deploy Pershing II and Cruise missiles in
Western Europe. In his first three years, Reagan increased defence expenditure
by 40% in real terms and by 1985 the US was spending $300 billion per annum
on defence. Reagan also alarmed the Soviets and US allies alike by his appar-
ent disregard for nuclear stability. Announcement of SDI undermined the
ABM Treaty that had for two decades been the cornerstone of strategic stabil-
ity. Moreover, coming hard on the heels of Carter’s leaked countervailing
strategy the package of SDI and accelerated nuclear deployment could not be
interpreted by Moscow as anything other than highly provocative and danger-
ous. It is perhaps no coincidence that in November 1983 Kremlin leaders
temporarily interpreted NATO exercise Able Archer as a real US nuclear first
strike.

Reagan’s general perspective on containment, however, was reminiscent of
Eisenhower’s. He returned to Dulles’s themes of ‘liberation’ and ‘roll-back’,
but was even more ambitious. The Soviet system was in economic crisis and,
by taking the initiative, the US could add to its distress. Some hoped to cripple
it via a new arms race. Others looked to ‘roll-back’ communism in the Third
World and in this they had some success because, while their view of contain-
ment was global, they were generally careful about the extent and nature of
their commitment, despite their expansive rhetoric.

In light of the Vietnam legacy, US troops were used sparingly, especially
after the slaughter of US marines in the Lebanon in 1983. Thereafter, they
were restricted to actions such as the overthrow in October 1983 of the
Marxist government on Grenada. Much more use was made of the counter-
insurgency operations popularised by Kennedy, of the proxies favoured by
Nixon, and of the covert operations that had been the penchant of Eisen-
hower. The CIA budget soared and the administration frequently shielded its
funds and activities from congressional scrutiny. For example, it controlled
much of the $2 billion given to El Salvador between 1980 and 1985, was
integrally involved in organising the Nicaraguan Contras, and had extensive
dealings with General Noriega in Panama. The US also funded its proxies
generously. In 1985, $250–300 million went to Afghan rebels and $15 million
to the anti-communist force, UNITA, in Angola. By 1987, the Nicaraguan
Contras had received $100 million, non-communist resistance groups in Kam-
puchea $20 million, and anti-Marxist groups in Ethiopia over $0.5 million.

Paradoxically, at the same time that Reagan rearmed, pursued roll-back in
the Third World and postured aggressively vis-à-vis the Soviets, he moved
towards détente. Whereas the NSC-68 elite interpreted negotiation from
strength as entailing Soviet capitulation, Reagan was more flexible. Some have
suggested that the vitriol of his first years in office was designed to construct
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the domestic political base necessary to enable lasting détente.21 This attributes
to Reagan both a questionable prescience and a dubious long termism, but
there is little doubt that he was more liberal than many of his advisers and
found nuclear defences distasteful. He encouraged trade with the Soviet
Union, notably in September 1983 when he concluded the biggest grain deal
ever, but it was nuclear weaponry that became the centrepiece of his quest for
East–West political accommodation. Early efforts focused on an Intermediate
Nuclear Force (INF) treaty and the so-called ‘zero option’ – no deployments
of Cruise and Pershing missiles in Europe in return for USSR withdrawal of
its SS-20s. This would have so disadvantaged the Soviets that it has often been
seen as a tactic simultaneously to rearm and score ‘peace points’ with nervous
allies and against the Kremlin. Nevertheless in 1983, after Soviet–American
relations reached their lowest ebb since the Cuban missile crisis, Reagan trans-
formed arms limitation to arms reduction talks and relaunched détente with
an announcement in late 1984 of new talks linking INF, START and weapons
in space.

Ultimately Reagan’s version of détente, due to a combination of mutual
interest and personal diplomacy, produced greater results than did US initi-
atives in the 1970s. In Mikhail Gorbachev, who became General Secretary of
the Soviet Union in March 1985, Reagan found a partner in leadership. On a
personal level the two shared a penchant for personal summitry and estab-
lished a rapport, particularly at their meeting in October 1986 in Reykjavik,
which mellowed the Cold War atmosphere. Even more importantly, they had a
coincidence of interest in relaxing East–West tensions. Reagan was resigned to
the ‘long haul’ but keen nevertheless to be seen as proactive, rather than simply
responding to Soviet policies. Gorbachev needed a period of respite during
which to restructure the Soviet economy in a way that allowed sustainable
development, particularly in terms of tackling inefficiency and balancing
military expenditure against consumer demand. As a result, Reagan and
Gorbachev held four crucial summits between 1985 and 1988 that helped
change the course of the Cold War. A new sense of optimism permeated
superpower exchanges and was reflected in groundbreaking agreements, such
as an INF treaty in December 1987 that provided for the destruction of an
entire category of nuclear missiles.22

Bush and the end of the Cold War

In 1989, George Bush succeeded Reagan. An unenviable task awaited him.
President Bush lacked Reagan’s charisma and ability to disguise the deep
contradictions within US foreign policy. He also inherited problems that
ranged from economic recession to significant discontent among NATO allies,
despite the close relationship that had existed between Reagan and Britain’s
Margaret Thatcher. Furthermore, Bush faced a Cold War that differed
markedly from that of the hostile, yet relatively easily managed, situation of
the early 1980s. In January 1987, Gorbachev launched perestroika and in late
1988 proposed to disband and withdraw six tank divisions from Central and
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Eastern Europe and to cut unilaterally 500,000 troops from the Soviet armed
forces over the next two years. Also, throughout the first half of 1989, the
Bush administration was regaled with reports of Soviet economic weakness
and discontent among their satellites. This highlighted a critical question that
had arisen during the later Reagan years: was the Soviet Union undergoing
lasting change or was Gorbachev restructuring with a view to resurgent
power and renewed superpower confrontation? As reforms seemed to spiral
out of control, a fascinating new factor was also added to the equation. As
Secretary of State James Baker put it, ‘What happens if Gorbachev loses, if
things go to hell in a handbasket over there?’23 In other words, would the end
of the Cold War really be a victory for the US or the precursor to something
much worse?

Standing at the confluence between Cold War and ‘New World Order’,
Bush had a plethora of options. He could pursue roll-back in the Third
World with far greater expectations of success than those harboured by
Eisenhower and even Reagan. He could capitalise on the Reagan–Gorbachev
dynamic and take détente to heights unimagined by Nixon and Kissinger. Or
he could meaningfully challenge Soviet power in Eastern Europe. At the
same time, though, he was under great competing pressures. The break-
throughs of the Reagan era raised public expectation that the Cold War was
ending and that the US would provide imaginative leadership to win the
peace. Within the administration there were those such as Baker and the
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Colin Powell who tended to believe
that Gorbachev was sincere in both his reforms and his declaration on 4 June
1990 during a visit to the US that ‘The Cold War is now behind us. Let us
not wrangle over who won it.’24 On the other hand, Bush, NSA Scowcroft,
Secretary of Defense Cheney and Deputy NSA (later CIA Director) Gates
were more sceptical. This was hardly surprising given that 40 years of Ameri-
can foreign policy had been dedicated to combating the USSR and that
despite all that had been happening, a policy paper on national security
strategy in January 1988 had still emphasised that the USSR remained the
greatest threat to US interests and that it was essential to ‘judge Soviets by
actions, rather than words’.25

Bush’s approach reflected these different pressures and his inherent con-
servatism. On 12 May 1989, he talked of moving beyond containment to a
policy of integration, whereby the USSR would be brought into the com-
munity of nations. However, this was largely rhetoric to appease public
opinion because Bush had privately resolved in April 1989 upon a less inspir-
ing policy of ‘status quo plus’. This consisted of broadening the superpower
dialogue while slowing the momentum created by the Reagan–Gorbachev
dynamic until the latter’s commitment to, and intentions of, reform could be
tested. In 1990, Bush was pushed into a slightly more expansive policy by
massive domestic and international pressure. The unimaginative ‘status quo
plus’ was replaced by a slightly more optimistic approach based upon five
objectives: to encourage Gorbachev’s reforms; to maintain the territorial
integrity of the USSR; to conclude arms controls favourable to the US lest
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Gorbachev be replaced by hardliners; to ensure that a reunified Germany
obtain NATO and EC membership; and to achieve a stable and democratic
Eastern Europe.26 Still, though, Bush’s foreign policy remained largely reactive
to events rather than proactive in pursuing these objectives.

Bush’s approach to containment had merits. It is all too easy to use hind-
sight to criticise a pragmatic, cautious policy that was evolved in turbulent
times. Bush needed to demonstrate American leadership and was prepared to
capitalise on Soviet weakness to take vigorous unilateral action against Pan-
ama in December 1989 and to lead the 1990–91 military intervention in the
Gulf against Iraq. Yet he also needed to check what might transpire to be
unwarranted expectation of the Cold War ending for reasons of strategic
conservatism, domestic political calculations, to buy time to revise 40 years of
American policy focus and to hold the Western Alliance together. Indeed, just
prior to Bush’s inauguration, Brent Scowcroft publicly speculated whether
Gorbachev’s real aim was to drive a wedge between the US and its allies.27 It
thus made sense to require Gorbachev to pass various tests of commitment to
perestroika, including liberalisation of Central and Eastern Europe and
renunciation of the Brezhnev Doctrine (promulgated in 1968 and claiming
Soviet rights to intervene in the affairs of socialist states).

Gorbachev offered this and more, including announcing withdrawal from
Afghanistan, ceasing arms transfers to Nicaragua and agreement to dismantle
the Krasnoyarsk large-phased early warning radar system, which could be
used for missile defence. This being the case Bush sensibly embraced the
USSR cautiously as a partner in stability and developed policies and a per-
sonal relationship with Gorbachev designed to encourage further Soviet re-
forms. The two met for the first time in December 1989 in Malta, where Bush
offered cautious promises of negotiations on a trade treaty, efforts to lift the
Jackson–Vanik amendment and possible Export–Import Bank credits. There-
after he moved to bolster the USSR and underwrite the reform process. Tied
aid was used to push the Soviet Union into further reforms. MFN trading
status was eventually granted, packages were developed to help with market
reform, and promises made about developments in arms control verification.

This cautious diplomacy delivered significant rewards, albeit that deepening
Soviet crisis and European allies provided much of the actual momentum. The
future of Germany was one of the biggest and most difficult issues to resolve.
France and Britain were reluctant to see a reunified Germany once more at the
heart of Europe, as were the Soviets given legitimate concern for the future
security of homeland borders. Bush invested significant political capital in
overcoming these obstacles and eventually steered the way to the historic sig-
nature on 12 September 1990 of the ‘Two plus Four’ agreement that paved the
way for German reunification on 3 October 1990. Britain, France, the USSR
and the US all renounced rights formerly claimed in Germany, including
Berlin; Soviet troops were to be withdrawn by 1994; and a reunified Germany
was to enter NATO on condition that NATO troops were not stationed in East
Germany. Germany also made a series of concessions to assuage other states’
security concerns. It reaffirmed the Basic Law pledge not to develop nuclear
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weapons; accepted limits of 370,000 personnel on its armed forces; and
formally accepted the territorial losses imposed after 1945 by renouncing
claims east of the Oder–Neisse line.

Substantial progress was also made in securing disproportionate Soviet
military reductions and for settling post-Cold War conditions in Europe. On
19 November 1990 NATO and Warsaw Pact leaders concluded the Conven-
tional Forces in Europe Treaty (CFE), which provided for equal levels of East–
West conventional armaments. This was essential for precluding surprise
attacks and large-scale offensive operations in Europe beyond Russian borders.
It also provided further mutual reassurance by establishing both central zonal
limits to prevent destabilising force concentrations in Europe and regional
limits. This clearly favoured the West given long-standing Soviet conventional
superiority in Europe, and by the end of the reduction period in 1995 over
52,000 battle tanks, armoured combat vehicles, artillery pieces, combat aircraft
and attack helicopters had been verifiably dismantled or converted.28 Con-
temporaneously the Bush administration pushed on with the START negoti-
ations inherited from the Reagan administration and, in July 1991, START I
was finally signed. This provided for a verifiable reduction in US–Soviet
arsenals of 30–40% and established a series of ceilings, including one of 6,000
warheads. The objective was to secure equal aggregate levels in strategic offen-
sive arms at significantly lower levels of mutual destructive capacity. However,
it was ultimately thought that START I favoured the US because removal of
MIRVed ICBMs, especially SS-18s, seemingly strengthened in relative terms
American second-strike capability and therefore provided added reassurance
against a potential Soviet first strike.29

Bush pragmatism, though, exacted a high moral, practical and political
price. Bush effectively took containment to the opposite end of the spectrum
from whence it had started and in the process revealed more painful contradic-
tions of US foreign policy. Whereas Truman had looked to contain Soviet
strength and achieve outright victory, Bush decided that US interests lay in
preventing outright victory and containing Soviet weakness. The US had to
prop up the ‘evil empire’ in the dual hope of maintaining stability and that the
USSR would reform itself in a way acceptable to the West. Unsurprisingly, this
threw up all sorts of other unpalatable contradictions too. For example,
Lithuania declared independence in March 1990 and Bush seemingly gave it
political support when, on a tour to Europe in June 1990, he declared that he
wanted ‘to see Lithuania have its freedom. We are committed to self-
determination for the Baltic States.’30 However, Bush also feared that if he
capitalised upon Gorbachev’s weakness and challenged communist power in
Eastern Europe, especially given a large Russian population in Lithuania, he
might bolster Soviet hardliners or generate systemic weakness with unpredict-
able consequences, or possibly do both. As a result he tolerated Soviet intimi-
dation of the breakaway republic and stood by as Gorbachev deployed troops
and tanks on to the streets of Vilnius. The contrast between this and Bush’s
promises of freedom and ‘integration’ was stark, and it was bitterly ironic that
Bush felt it necessary to abandon the freedom of others in order to support the
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very regime that denied them their freedom and which 40 years previously
the US had vowed to destroy. Furthermore, there is some truth in claims that
Bush’s wait-and-see approach surrendered the Cold War initiative taken by
Reagan and that insofar as his belated engagement of Gorbachev saved nei-
ther him nor system stability, the Cold War ended despite American policy.
Certainly Bush’s disparagement of the ‘vision thing’ and pursuit of ‘status quo
plus’ helped create an impression of an event-driven rather than pro-active
administration and played so poorly publicly that it ultimately contributed to
his electoral defeat by Clinton in 1992, irrespective of his considerable foreign
policy achievements.

Since that time, debate has raged as to how much credit to give to Reagan
and his policies for bringing about the end of the Cold War. Did his hardline
rhetoric and massive rearmament force the Soviets into an unsustainable and
ultimately disastrous arms race? Was his meaningful negotiation from strength
the key to unlocking superpower antagonism? Did Western Europe’s own
form of détente with the East, grave strains within NATO, and the burgeon-
ing anti-nuclear movement force moderation upon his second term? Or was
American policy a relatively minor factor in Soviet collapse compared to
structural economic problems, onerous commitments such as Afghanistan –
the Soviet Union’s Vietnam – and an overextension in the Third World that
eventually saw it, as well as the US, challenged as imperialist? History is, after
all, littered with the rise and decline of empires.

This debate is explored further in Chapter 9 but what is certain is that neither
Reagan nor Bush was any more able than their predecessors to make contain-
ment work coherently. First, key enabling factors were missing. Reagan never
instilled into the Second Cold War the American commitment and leadership
that characterised the first. Key allies, notably in Western Europe, came to see
the US, rather than the USSR, as the more likely cause of conflict and disagreed
sharply with Reagan’s policies in the Middle East, Central America and with the
bombing raid on ‘terrorist’ Libya in 1986. The American people and Congress,
too, were sufficiently divided that Reagan could neither exorcise the ghosts of
Vietnam nor re-establish the imperial presidency, as the Iran–Contra scandal
demonstrated in 1986–87. Second, American means palpably could not meet the
return to global containment. ‘Reaganomics’ transformed the US from the
world’s major creditor in 1981 to its largest debtor and, with the Wall Street
crash of October 1987, ushered in a new recession. Third, Reagan’s moralism
vis-à-vis the Soviets and their interference in other states contrasted sharply with
his own extensive use of covert operations, gunboat diplomacy in Grenada, and
support for undemocratic and brutal regimes, such as in El Salvador. Public
attempts to square this long-standing and damaging circle simply heaped ridi-
cule upon the administration. In March 1981, Secretary of State Alexander
Haig labelled as terrorists all revolutionaries except those fighting communism,
and the US Ambassador to the UN, Jeanne Kirkpatrick, famously dis-
tinguished between authoritarian dictatorships which were friendly to the US
and capable of evolving into democracies, and left-wing totalitarian dictator-
ships which were not. Finally Bush, as he dealt with the twilight of Cold War,
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revealed two of the great ironies of post-war US foreign policy. First, like other
self-proclaimed champions of the Free World who preceded him, he sacrificed
the rights of the peoples of Central and Eastern Europe to Cold War priorities,
albeit perversely this time to support rather than undermine the USSR. Second,
Bush’s caution demonstrated that 40 years of containment had socialised the
US to such an extent that it had greater interests in the status quo than in
actively seeking an end to the Cold War.31

Conclusion

At considerable cost of lives and US constitutional and political virtue, con-
tainment helped to maintain the integrity of the Free World against the com-
munist challenge. That containment endured throughout the Cold War as the
guiding principle of US foreign policy is, in one sense, surprising because,
however it was formulated, it was replete with contradictions, blinding over-
simplifications and sometimes frighteningly rigid prescriptions. Yet, it was not
one strategy but many strategies that evolved in accordance with the interplay
between perceptions of policy-makers, variables in the international system,
domestic politics and, perhaps especially, the nuclear relationship. Its different
incarnations progressed from Kennan’s original flexible model through
NSC-68’s rigid prescriptions, massive retaliation, flexible response, détente, the
‘Second Cold War’ and finally to ‘status quo plus’. The purpose also seemingly
changed in line with perceptions of American homeland vulnerability and the
unacceptable levels of brinksmanship demonstrated in the Cuban Missile Crisis.
The drive for victory through military preponderance was abandoned and from
Kennedy onwards, although it was never explicitly explained to the American
people, containment policy became less about winning, and more about not
losing the Cold War. Successive administrations thereafter accepted the need for
system stability and perpetuated East–West stand-off and struggled to maintain
allied and American public support for a seemingly unwinnable war against
communism, especially once Vietnam tore American society apart.

Some even argue that containment was not a strategy at all but rather a
general statement of intent, a clarion call to action, or a convenient catch-
phrase which justified the expansion of American interests in a post-colonial
world by whatever means policy-makers thought necessary. Secretary of State
Dean Acheson testified long after the event that NSC-68 was designed to
‘bludgeon’ the mass mind of top government into allowing Truman to make a
decision and be able to carry it through. What is certain, though, is that for
two principal reasons the debate about containment will continue. First, its
importance and effectiveness as a means of regulating and then, ultimately,
ending the Cold War will be tested by historians as more archival material
becomes available from both East and West. Second, containment was as
nebulous as it was simplistic. It could be, and was, used as justification
for almost any American action or non-action, often with seemingly little
relevance to Cold War issues. Consequently, writers of different genres and
political persuasion have great scope for interpretation.
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4 Economic statecraft, 1945–89

US economic statecraft has always prompted fierce debate. Liberals see US
capitalism as flawed, but benign and progressive, while New Left historians
and world systems theorists see it as an aggressive force, which ruthlessly
exploits other countries. Paul Kennedy discerns a pattern of US relative
economic decline since 1945: Joseph Nye does not. Stephen Gill sees supra-
national capitalism emerging with hegemonic control of the world emanat-
ing primarily from US corporations and the capitalist ethos that permeates
Washington. Others, like Susan Strange, assert that an international political
economy exists, which challenges both traditional distinctions between secur-
ity and economic concerns and state-centric analyses of international
relations. Strange sees states functioning in an interpenetrated and economic-
ally interdependent world, where one not only needs to concentrate on mili-
tary security, but also on production, financial and knowledge structures. The
US has controversially wielded sanctions extraterritorially against friends, for
example, in the wake of the declaration of martial law in Poland in 1981, and
used sanctions equally controversially against Iraq between the First and
Second Gulf Wars. Contemporary globalisation, driven largely by forces
emanating from the US, poses challenges to long-held conceptualisations of
identity, has emphasised the world’s prosperity divide, and raises issues of
governance, particularly over MNCs and finance capital, which now circulates
with unprecedented velocity. Currently there is much talk about the US
exporting democracy and spreading the free market, which some see as part of
the evolutionary pattern of globalisation while others see it as crude Ameri-
canisation. If even part of these claims is accepted, then our present concern
with economic statecraft is justified.1

Facts, figures and motives

If one were to compile seven wonders of the twentieth century, US economic
performance in the Second World War would be one of them. The figures are
staggering. Gross Domestic Product (GDP) rose from $88.6 billion in 1939 to
$135 billion in 1945. At the war’s end, the US held $20 billion of the world’s
$33 billion of gold reserves. It made half of the world’s goods, had over half
of the world’s shipping, provided one-third of the world’s exports and carried



over 73% of the world’s combined domestic and international airline passen-
gers. The US was an economic colossus, but an important factor needs to be
borne in mind here: the vast proportion of all this was produced and con-
sumed domestically. More than any other major economy, the US had enor-
mous self-sufficiency, and this did not change significantly until the 1960s.
Exports and imports together in 1960 still constituted only approximately 10%
of GDP, but that figure gradually rose over the years so that by 2004 it stood at
over 30%. On the basis of this late development, it could be argued that the
large cost of US foreign economic policy must have been justified by security
rather than economic considerations. This sounds persuasive, but it misses
important points.

The US participated in the international economy in a massive way after the
Second World War because of an inextricable mixture of concerns about
security and prosperity. In the 1930s US liberals changed the architecture of
capitalism by making its face more humane, by introducing regulatory gov-
ernance, and by making it more accountable to the people. This was the New
Deal: a mixture of pragmatism and the economic prescriptions of the great
British economist John Maynard Keynes. During the war, President Roosevelt
and his advisers decided that the New Deal needed to be internationalised,
with the dollar as the key currency and the US at the centre of management.
Six key ideas underpinned this: economic discrimination had to end because it
caused friction and war; a free market would bring global prosperity; America
needed new markets abroad to absorb its productive capacity otherwise there
would be renewed depression; the US needed access to key strategic goods
such as oil, bauxite, rubber, tungsten and uranium, which it could not source
adequately at home; profits beckoned for US capitalism; and managing the
system would facilitate the exercise of overall US power. For these reasons,
rather than because of a uni-causal capitalist dynamic often invoked by New
Left historians, the US moulded and managed a new economic world order.
Spero and Hart note three facilitating conditions: concentration of power;
shared interests; and the presence of a dominant power willing to take on a
leadership role.2 The outcome has often been branded US hegemony.

Hegemonic stability theory

Charles Kindleberger in analysing the Great Depression articulated hege-
monic stability theory.3 Arguing that lack of governance had caused the
Depression, he claimed that a hegemonic leader was needed to shoulder the
costs of creating and sustaining stable economic systems for the international
public good. Some of the hegemon’s public good costs are not directly related
to the economic system, but are part of its overall power base. Such costs
for the US have been the defence umbrella for Western Europe and Japan, and
the underwriting of European integration through the Marshall Plan. The
problem that arises for the system from this is that secondary states acquire
the same technology as the hegemon through the free market, but they do
not have to shoulder the costs of leadership and may become unconscionable
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free-riders. They thus benefit relatively more from the system and this creates
the hegemon’s dilemma: ‘To maximise one’s own returns requires a commit-
ment to openness regardless of what others do. To maximise one’s relative
position, on the other hand, calls for a policy of continued closure irrespective
of others’ policies.’4 The hegemon must decide whether to continue and watch
itself decline relative to others, though still gaining in absolute terms, or aban-
don its leadership role and watch the system disintegrate with all losing in
absolute terms, but others relatively more than itself. In the light of this
dilemma, there has been much reflection about how to maintain an orderly
and prosperous system.

A hegemon emerges at a time of international crisis when the previous
system is collapsing. By definition it has the greatest power derived from a
combination of hard economic and military power and soft economic, norm-
ative and cultural power. It is the latter that enables it to socialise others into its
way of doing things and this is often seen as its most potent characteristic,
though its power to coerce is also ever present. The hegemon, depending on
whether it is benevolent or exploitative/coercive, will either carry the costs of
providing public goods and tolerate free-riders, or seek to tax and exploit
others. An example of the latter is the way the US has exploited the unique
position of the dollar to sustain high levels of domestic US consumption while
suffering an enormous balance of payments deficit. In 1960 the US had a
balance of payments surplus on goods and services of $3,508 million. In 2004
it had a deficit of $617,075 million, with an accumulated deficit of well over
$4,000,000 million since 1975, the last time the account was in surplus.5 In
sustaining the system, the hegemon will be forced to compromise with others
as it suffers relative decline. This is the most difficult variable to assess. When is
the hegemon exercising power and when is it bowing to pressures from others?
When does it cease to be hegemonic?6

Management of the world economy, 1945–73

Government policy that came forward with this hegemonic vision at the end of
the Second World War was not popular everywhere in the US. Distinguished
traditions of US protectionism and unilateralism were potent enough to pre-
vent the ITO being ratified by Congress and so the world had to make do with
the GATT from 1948 until the inception of the WTO in January 1995. US
protectionism has waxed and waned since the war and should not be dismissed
as a spent force.

Multilateralism, the key concept in the IMF and the GATT, facilitated the
operation of international capitalism. The IMF, through the Bretton Woods
system, made all currencies convertible at exchange rates pegged to the dollar
whose value was fixed at $35 per fine ounce of gold. And the GATT reduced
tariffs through the principles of reciprocity and MFN. For example, Britain
would reduce the tariff on US planes in return for a US reduction on British
jewellery (reciprocity) and then these new rates would be extended to all other
members of the GATT (MFN). However, the GATT, while a facilitator of
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tariff reductions on manufactured goods, was not effective in the agricultural
realm, exempted service industries and regional economic groupings from its
brief, and had ineffective enforcement powers. Nevertheless, through the oper-
ation of the GATT and the IMF, the US hoped for freer trade and for the US
dollar to become supreme in the monetary system.

American multilateralism was never pure. It was shot through with self-
serving exceptions in the agriculture sector, in the airline and maritime indus-
tries, and even in GATT procedures, where the Americans rejected the idea of
across-the-board tariff reductions in favour of reciprocity and MFN. With
these procedures they could use their economic strength more effectively. The
US had privileged management positions in all the institutions set up to man-
age the new economic world order. No organisation, until the creation of the
WTO, could really stand against the US, among other reasons because of its
veto power. Throughout, the Americans ensured that their idealistic principles
also conformed to realist calculations of self-interest.

The US hoped that their new universal economic order could be imple-
mented speedily after the war. That hope was dashed because the Soviets
refused to participate, the economies of Western Europe were not fit enough to
play the game, and the Cold War imposed new priorities. Economic disorder in
Western Europe and the imperative of fostering a speedy recovery, in order to
inoculate it against the spread of communism, led the Americans to adopt
regionalism, and that compromised their multilateralism further because
regionalism discriminates against outsiders. They pumped $13 billion of
Marshall Aid into Western Europe, encouraged integration and tolerated
European preferential tariffs and currency controls, which discriminated
against US exporters. Bretton Woods was partially suspended and the GATT,
after substantial cuts in tariffs in 1947, lay largely dormant until the 1960s.
The US accepted these public good costs for the sake of immediate security
priorities and the hope that regionalism would be an effective midwife for
multilateralism.

In 1958 general currency convertibility was finally delivered: the Bretton
Woods system came into full operation and there was renewed momentum for
tariff reductions. The Dillon GATT round, 1960–62, reduced the rate on
manufactured goods by an average of 10%. However, the rebirth of multi-
lateralism coincided with the emergence of serious economic difficulties in the
US. Its long period of vast expenditures overseas on defence, economic assist-
ance and aid, and the rise of efficient competitor economies in West Germany
and Japan, all began to tell. Also, the creation of the European Economic
Community (EEC) in 19577 and, more specifically, its intention to create a
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), which threatened the continuation of
vast US agricultural sales in Europe, worried the Americans. Throughout the
1950s the US had a balance of payments deficit, though its trade balance was
always in healthy, if steadily declining, surplus. However, by 1960 foreign-held
dollars exceeded US gold reserves and this led to a loss of confidence and
heavy selling, which developed into a run on the dollar.

These economic developments deeply worried President Kennedy and he

58 Economic statecraft, 1945–89



sought to restructure relations with Western Europe and to renew the drive for
freer trade (see Chapter 5). He had little success with restructuring and even
the success of the Kennedy GATT round of 1963–67, which cut tariffs on
manufactured goods by 35%, was not enough to avert the looming crisis. The
US continued to overstretch its commitments beyond its resources. President
Johnson’s escalation of the Vietnam War and his costly Great Society
domestic reforms exacerbated the structural problems already evident at the
start of the decade. In 1971 the US ran a trade deficit for the first time in the
twentieth century, inflation and unemployment were high, and the US could
no longer sustain the Bretton Woods system because of pressure on the dollar.
Things had changed since 1945 and President Nixon dramatically tried to
adjust US policies to the new realities. On 15 August 1971, he announced the
New Economic Policy. He imposed a 10% import surcharge and devalued and
disengaged the dollar from gold. Later it was floated on the foreign exchanges
to find its market value. The US, instead of shouldering public good costs for
the sake of the system, tipped them on to the rest of the industrialised world.
The Americans argued that it was up to them to solve the problem of the weak
dollar and the US trade deficit by reinflating their economies and by reducing
their exports to, and increasing their imports from, the US. By 1973 the US
was no longer in charge of its own economic destiny, and, in fact, Nixon’s new
economics meant the death of Bretton Woods and danger for multilateralism.
The stark realities which US economic problems impressed upon its leaders
also had an important impact on the way Nixon and Henry Kissinger
recrafted US Cold War strategies (see Chapter 3).

Second World challenges: cold economic warfare

Well before developments challenged post-war multilateralism, the Soviet
Union posed serious problems that prompted Americans to deny it trade and
forgo potential profits for US industry. Nikita Krushchev, in a characteristic-
ally angry outburst in 1963, captured the paradox of this when he screamed:
‘Who the hell do these capitalists think they are, to believe that they can go
around and not act like capitalists?’8

The use of strategic embargoes and sanctions is as old as history, but the
nuclear age ushered in new priorities. The immediacy of nuclear destruction
and the onset of Cold War persuaded US policy-makers that they should
embargo the export of strategic items to communist states in the hope of
maintaining American technological dominance. As policy formed between
1947 and 1951, however, problems arose to do with objectives and scope and
how to make the embargo effective.

Washington wanted a strategic embargo to restrict the development of
Soviet weapon systems and exacerbate inefficiencies in the Soviet command
economy, which might eventually cause its collapse. But, to do this, the con-
cept of strategic had to be stretched even beyond what are known as dual-
purpose items, i.e. those that have both civilian and military uses. Accepting
this policy objective made drawing the line between goods that should and
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should not be embargoed extremely difficult. Definitions of strategic are flex-
ible or fungible in any case. For example, it might be more effective to embargo
the export of buttons rather than guns if your opponent is less efficient at
producing them. As wits have observed, soldiers cannot fight and hold
their trousers up at the same time. More significantly, if an opponent has to
shift limited resources to the production of buttons, which it can produce only
at high comparative costs, then that diminishes overall output. Some in the
Truman administration wanted a total Western ban on trade with the Soviet
Union to maximise such effects, but four factors prevented that. The first was
that the volume of US exports was so tiny that a total ban on them would have
negligible effect. Second, a total ban would be provocative, could lead to
Soviet retaliation against American allies, and it would also jar with the much
vaunted US principle of non-discriminatory trade. Third, the countries of
Western Europe already received massive amounts of dollar aid, but if their
trade with the Soviet Bloc were curtailed savagely then they would lose
materials important for their reconstruction, which the US would then have to
replace with more dollar aid. And fourth, to be effective, the US needed a
multilateral embargo, which meant cooperation with European allies, but they
were not prepared to impose draconian trade measures against the Soviets.

The outcome of these considerations was the establishment of the Co-
ordinating Committee or COCOM and a Consultative Group at the end of
1949 consisting of all NATO members except Iceland (Japan later joined in
1952). The COCOM, a highly secretive and officially unacknowledged com-
mittee, drew up multilateral embargo lists for the duration of the Cold War.
However, they were never totally satisfactory for the US, which always main-
tained its own longer national embargo lists. The US exerted pressures on its
allies to bring the COCOM into line with its national lists through Marshall
Aid and, most notoriously, through the Mutual Defense Assistance Control
(Battle Act) 1951, which threatened to terminate US aid to those countries
that traded items forbidden by the US national lists. It is difficult to assess just
how coercive these pressures were. Battle Act retribution was only ever invoked
once. On all other occasions when violations occurred the president waived its
provisions on the grounds of US national security interests. It is also import-
ant to remember that America’s European allies did not need much per-
suading to embargo sensitive military technology, but they were reluctant to
include other categories. They believed that trade would undermine commun-
ist regimes and seduce them into Western ways. During the Korean War there
was widespread agreement on tightening the embargo, but, once the war
wound down, the Europeans with the British in the vanguard, pressed for and
achieved a major liberalisation of the lists in 1954 and an abandonment of the
harsher embargo against the PRC, known as the China differential, in 1957.
Americans accepted these changes with great reluctance, but realised that rigid
opposition might provoke a total collapse of the multilateral system and that
an American embargo alone would be ineffective. There were few signs of
hegemonic dominance here.

In 1957 the Soviets launched Sputnik and demonstrated their technological
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prowess. By the 1960s the Soviet economy was flourishing and was able to offer
trade and economic incentives to Third World countries. This worried the US
and began to shift the focus of the Cold War away from head-to-head confron-
tation to a battle for the hearts and minds of the Third World. The Kennedy
administration thus made a major reassessment of its embargo policy. It con-
cluded that it was largely ineffective. Soviet technology had not been notice-
ably hampered in its development, the Soviet economy had grown strongly in
the 1950s, and the regime looked in no danger of collapse. At the same time,
US firms were being denied markets by the US national embargo lists that
were open to their West European and Japanese competitors, and the periodic
squabbles over the length of the COCOM lists were causing disruption in the
Western Alliance. Why then should the embargo continue?

Walt Rostow, Chairman of the State Department PPS, 1961–66, provided
an answer. While acknowledging that the original goals set for the embargo
had not been achieved, he argued that it would be highly dangerous to aban-
don it without concessions from the Soviets. The embargo had become an
important symbol of US Cold War strategy and there was danger of a wrong
message – declining US resolve – being sent to friend and foe alike, if the US
were to abandon it unilaterally. Instead, America should use the embargo to
extract agreements from the Soviets to restrain their actions, and to behave in
the international economy so as not to gain political advantage in Third World
countries or to cause distortions in the free market.9 For the remainder of the
Cold War, with the possible exception of the Second Cold War 1979–83, US
policy pursued this type of policy pragmatism. It was unable to make much
progress during the Vietnam War, but an important component of Nixon’s
and Kissinger’s détente and linkage policies was the offer of more trade with
the West (see Chapter 3). The strategic embargo, except for non-negotiable
areas such as weapons and high-technology dual-purpose systems, now
became a flexible tool of diplomacy used for trading concessions with the
Soviets or making symbolic statements of disapproval, such as Carter’s grain
embargo imposed in the wake of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. There
were few who thought in the 1970s that it could significantly restrict Soviet
technology or cause an economic implosion in the Soviet Union. However, in
the first Reagan administration such ideas re-emerged.

Some of the Reagan administration’s hard-line ideologues such as Defense
Secretary Caspar Weinberger, William Brady in the Commerce Department,
William Clark, NSA, and advisers such as Richard Perle and Richard Pipes,
saw the situation in the early 1980s ‘as a historic opportunity to exhaust the
Soviet system’.10 This was to be achieved by a two-pronged strategy: to squeeze
exports in order to deny the Soviets new technology; and to stretch their
economy to snapping point by forcing them to respond to a massive US arms
build-up. Reagan appears to have had a rather different agenda and the bare
facts tell a pragmatic rather than a consistent doctrinaire story. The US
imposed sanctions on Poland and the USSR in December 1981 after the Polish
declaration of martial law and the crackdown on the Solidarity trade union
reform movement. Equipment for the Soviet oil industry was one of the key
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targets. Sanctions were later imposed extraterritorially against US allies in the
summer of 1982 if their firms, or US subsidiaries based abroad, exported
Western technology contrary to the new embargo. However, exemptions were
made and the extraterritorial sanctions were lifted in November 1982 in the
wake of defiance and protest from allies. In August 1983 the US lifted the
embargo on oil pipeline-layers, and when Brady, Clark and Weinberger sought
to introduce another round of sanctions in response to the Soviet shooting
down of the Korean civilian airliner KAL-007 which had strayed into its
airspace, it caused a real furore with William Root of the State Department
resigning in protest. Secretary of State Shultz successfully headed off this new
drive for more intensive cold economic warfare.11 Successively in January and
August 1984, Washington lifted most of the sanctions on Poland, and at the
beginning of 1985 the first US trade mission since 1978 went to Moscow.12

Needless to say, by this time most of the ideological hardliners had left the
administration.

Despite all the violent criticisms of détente, in the end, Reagan practised
something similar himself. Reagan was a great communicator and he used
economic sanctions and the COCOM embargo primarily as forms of com-
munication to bring the Soviets to the negotiating table. Even during 1981–83,
when US rhetoric resonated with the clamour of strategic and economic
aggression, and the ideological hardliners were at their most potent and pre-
sented with rich opportunities, a state of all-out cold economic warfare was
never achieved nor even prevailed as a policy objective within the Reagan
administration. Four main reasons may be offered for this. The volume of US
trade conducted with the Soviet Union was still too small for its suspension to
inflict damage. Differences with allies pre-empted the possibility of an effective
tighter multilateral embargo. Bureaucratic differences and conflict within the
administration provided the opportunity for the ideological hardliners to
achieve tactical advantages, but they did not have the strength within the
administration to sustain them beyond the short term. And the final and
decisive reason was that Reagan intended to negotiate with the Soviets from a
position of strength. He expected his overall strategy, including the array of
economic tactics deployed, to bring the Soviets to constructive agreements
rather than to vanquish them and their system.13

Third World challenges: justice versus efficiency

The 1970s not only challenged the US, but the whole ethos of Western capital-
ism. Capitalism might be the most efficient way of producing wealth but it fell
far short of the ideal in distributing it. Assaults upon the entrenched position
of the West came from writers at home such as Harry Magdoff,14 who high-
lighted American economic imperialism and the fact that US ‘aid’ extracted
handsome profits from poor countries (see Chapter 6). From abroad, criticism
came from writers such as Frantz Fanon who attacked racism and the unjust
legacy of colonialism.15 Groups such as OPEC became more assertive and the
economically underdeveloped non-aligned ‘Group of 77’ started to call for a
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NIEO which would distribute resources and wealth more equitably. Specific
demands were made for exemption from some of the GATT rules and to
emulate OPEC’s success by forming other cartels to raise commodity prices.
They also demanded more credit, aid and management power in institutions
such as the IMF. At the same time, there were linked and growing criticisms of
the operation of Western MNCs for exploiting underdeveloped countries, for
distorting their economic growth, and for creating an alienated clientele class
often comprised of ex-patriots and supportive of corrupt, authoritarian local
regimes.

These demands and criticisms came at a bad time for Washington. Already
troubled by recession, President Gerald Ford saw the NIEO as unacceptable
socialist demands for a redistribution of the world’s wealth. Counter-claims
asserted that the free-market model was the most efficient and would eventu-
ally bring prosperity to all. In 1975 Secretary of State Kissinger made the most
robust of US responses when he warned OPEC that the US would not tolerate
oil prices rising to such an extent that they fundamentally threatened Western
economies. Successive administrations also rejected criticisms of MNCs and
defended them for bringing employment, investment and development and as
a means for the international dissemination of technology and efficient pro-
duction techniques. Such apologias sounded hollow in Guatemala and Chile
where coups in 1954 and 1973 respectively against progressive regimes had
been, at least partially, organised with the help of US companies.

While the demands of the NIEO were either not met or only partially
achieved, it should not be overlooked that there were some successes. In 1977
Robert McNamara, President of the World Bank, called upon ex-German
Chancellor, Willy Brandt, to assume the chairmanship of the Independent
Commission for International Developmental Issues. On 12 February 1980 the
Brandt Report was presented to the UN. It was sympathetic to the aspirations
of the Third World, but it coincided with further world economic turmoil and
only modest achievements were secured. For example, more resources were
channelled into the Third World, often from private sources, and their propor-
tion of world capital investment rose from 16.5 to 23.3% during the 1970s, but
investment and growth were uneven. One effect of this was that the unity of
the non-aligned countries was undermined. Countries like Brazil and the
Asian Tiger Economies such as Singapore, Hong Kong, South Korea and
Taiwan, developed interests more compatible with the advanced Western
countries as they emerged from underdevelopment. Also OPEC became less
effective as the West developed alternative power and oil sources. These devel-
opments further compromised the unity and effectiveness of the Group of 77.
In retrospect, it was all a bit like trying to square the circle, expecting the weak
to prevail against the strong.
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The empire strikes back, 1973–89

As the economic turmoil of the 1970s continued, President Carter and Secre-
tary of State Vance tried to resurrect some order through a series of eco-
nomic summits, which aimed to coordinate national policies in a mutually
helpful way. In particular, they strove to persuade West Germany and Japan to
stimulate recovery by reinflating their economies, but with little success. In
1979 the overthrow of the Shah of Iran by revolutionary Islamic fundamental-
ists sparked off a new oil crisis, which reignited inflation in the West and led to
further economic disarray and recession.

Entering office in 1981, President Reagan epitomised the type of inconsis-
tency that has loomed so large in US foreign economic policy since 1971. He
adopted aggressive unilateral policies to deal with trade issues and developed
domestic economic policy in contradictory ways, which had negative effects on
the world economy. Reagan intellectually rejected Keynesianism, cut taxes,
raised interest rates to squeeze out inflation, but increased government spend-
ing massively on rearmament (a practical form of Keynesianism in recession),
as a key strategy in the Second Cold War. These policies fostered a consumer-
led recovery, fed largely by foreign imports. The impact on the international
economy was substantial. High interest rates for the dollar, which remained
the dominant international currency despite US economic problems, sucked in
massive amounts of foreign investment, which in turn helped to offset the
impact of the enormous US trade deficit. According to scholars like David
Calleo, this was characteristic of an exploitative hegemon in decline.16 These
developments made the international economy more volatile and created a
tendency for damagingly high interest rates elsewhere. The hardest hit were
Third World countries, which accumulated massive service payments on dollar
debts. This precipitated a crisis throughout the international economy. In 1982
Mexico announced that it could not service its debts of $80 billion and by 1990
total debts of the Third World stood at $1.3 trillion. Catastrophe was averted
by rescheduling, writing down and cancelling debts, and by offering new aid.

This economic volatility brought forth some new initiatives. Hoping to build
on the success of the Tokyo GATT talks, 1973–79, the US pushed for what
became the Uruguay round 1986–93. In international monetary matters, the
Europeans took an initiative in 1978 and produced the European Monetary
System in their quest for stability. At the Plaza Hotel in New York in 1985,
the US followed their example and agreed with Japan, Britain, France and
Germany to seek more coordinated efforts in international economic policy,
especially in monetary exchange matters. In the following year, Canada and
Italy joined to form the Group of Seven (G-7).

Clearly, the US had not abandoned multilateralism, but this was not its only
line of policy. Unilateralism, aggressive deregulation in industries where the
US could benefit (such as the airline industry),17 and moves towards pro-
tectionism were all part and parcel of policy during the 1980s. Successive
USTRs under Reagan, William Brock III and Clayton Yeutter aggressively
attacked reprobate trade partners and a particularly assertive policy was
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adopted to try to diminish the trade deficit with Japan. The US negotiated a
large number of ‘voluntary’ agreements to limit the flood of imports. These
agreements were voluntary in name alone: they were backed by aggressive
diplomacy and threats of retaliation if they were not accepted and complied
with. The limit on imports of Japanese cars was and remains the harshest
post-war bilateral control that the US has negotiated. US trade relations with
Japan reached their nadir in 1987 when, for the only time, the US followed
through threats with actual sanctions in the case of Japanese exports of
strategically important semiconductors. The US was also unhappy with
barriers to service industries not covered by the GATT. By 1985 it was clear
that non-tariff barriers were key issues in world trade and these applied in
service, banking and financial sectors where the US felt it would have competi-
tive advantages in a freer market. To many, these contradictory strategies
seemed to be symptomatic of hegemonic decline. Now the US felt obliged to
pursue its own national economic interests in the best way it could. Sometimes
this would mean multilateral liberalism, at others protectionism or coercive
bilateral arrangements, and by the end of the decade a free trade regional pact
for North America was also under consideration.

Conclusion

Notwithstanding the negative responses to the demands for more justice in the
world economy in the 1970s, there were many manifestations of US good
intention and generosity throughout the Cold War: the Marshall Plan, the
Alliance for Progress (see Chapter 6), public good costs shouldered by the US
and overseas aid generally. Unfortunately, all too often such cases were com-
promised by Cold War priorities, or local conditions of corruption and
authoritarianism, or unrealistic expectations about what the free market could
achieve. The uneasy relationship that emerged between Western capitalism
and the needs and aspirations of the Third World was something that would
persist over time and pose ever more challenging problems for US foreign
policy.

While America’s strategic embargo did not achieve what its authors origin-
ally intended, it continued to contribute to foreign policy objectives. It did not
significantly impair Soviet weapons technology, nor limit its economic growth,
nor was it a significant cause of the eventual collapse of the Soviet Union (see
Chapter 9). However, it did provide an important means of sending psycho-
logical and symbolic messages to foes, allies and America’s domestic constitu-
ency about the resolve of the US to wage the Cold War vigorously. It provided
a means of making manifest US moral condemnation of the Soviets, for
example, when they invaded Afghanistan. It provided a means to communi-
cate deterrent threats. And it provided a means of negotiating détente. In
short, this type of economic statecraft carries nuances with it that are often
overlooked or discounted when the question is asked: do sanctions and
embargoes work?

The problems confronting the US in the 1970s and 1980s were different to
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those of 1945. Power was now more widely distributed among a larger number
of nations, interests and values varied more between states, and the US was
neither willing nor able to shoulder the burdens of leadership. Furthermore,
while capitalism was immensely successful, it had created disparities in devel-
opment, which both impacted harshly on the Third World and destabilised the
international economy. Finally, there was no clear vision of what was needed
as there had been in 1945.

Nixon had begun to confront America’s economic shortcomings, but his
remedies fell far short of solving them. The fall of Bretton Woods heralded a
turbulence that spread beyond monetary problems. The US was confronted by
new challenges posed by its relative economic decline. It was entwined in
economic interdependence and troubled by severe recessions triggered by
massive fuel price increases in 1973 and 1979. It was no longer able to absorb
economic costs for political pay-offs, as it had done for the sake of the defence
of the West and the development of the EEC, nor was it powerful enough to
play a dominant economic managerial role. For many, this spelt the end of US
economic hegemony. There was now a process of adjustment to influencing
rather than dominating the world economy, which was also paralleled by more
caution in the making of US foreign commitments and insistence that allies
take more responsibility for their own security. The harsh fact was that in 1971
the international economic policy of the US had embarked upon a most
turbulent sea of troubles with inadequate navigational equipment. Initially the
voyage was under the constraints of Cold War imperatives, which largely sub-
ordinated economic to strategic priorities, but even so these constraints do not
fully explain the contradictory directions that US economic policy pursued.
One needs to appreciate also that the US after 1971 had to pursue its own
economic interests in a system that was far less stable and far less dominated
by American priorities and influence than had been the case since 1945.
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5 The US and Europe, 1950–89

Was containment in Europe a success, a failure or a misreading of key Euro-
pean dynamics? Is it accurate to talk of US hegemony or even empire in
Europe, be it the constructs of neo-Marxist economic determinism or volun-
taristic forms, such as Geir Lundestad’s ‘empire by integration/invitation’ and
Charles S. Maier’s ‘analog of empire’?1 Whatever the answers, it is clear that
after 1950 Western Europe was a difficult theatre for US policy-makers
because of interdependencies and the importance of alliance multilateralism.
‘Inconvenient’ leaders could not be toppled, nor client states built, nor eco-
nomic aid be used to determine outcomes decisively. Western Europe’s long-
established states were America’s key allies and disturbingly prone to regard
the Cold War as an important but secondary issue next to defending their
established interests, adjusting to a post-colonial world and contending with
economic globalisation. They came to bite the hand that fed them, for their
recovered stability owed much to US security guarantees, economic largess
and consistent support for West European integration.

The nature of the problem

By 1950 Europe was, at least theoretically, probably the easiest place to wage
containment. With the notable exceptions of Franco’s Spain and Salazar’s
Portugal, the US could deal with countries where liberal democracy, capital-
ism and ‘suitable’ religions were well established. There were no difficult
decisions required about political shades of revolutionary nationalist move-
ments, and the clarity of the line drawn between East and West contrasted
sharply with the jungles of Asia and the conflict-strewn Middle East. This line
was established by Marshall Aid and COMECON, institutionalised in the
aftermath of the Berlin Blockade in 1948 and consolidated beyond realistic
challenge by the creation of NATO in 1949 and the Warsaw Pact in 1955. The
only exceptions to Moscow’s total control in the East were Tito’s Yugoslavia
and (from 1960) Albania. US policy towards Europe became focused on main-
taining an East–West military stand-off, primarily through nuclear deterrence,
and on using psychological warfare and economic statecraft to increase Soviet
difficulties in keeping its satellites in close orbit. Despite periodic lofty Ameri-
can rhetoric about ‘roll-back’, nobody seriously believed that anything could,



or should, be done when the Soviets brutally suppressed uprisings in Hungary
in 1956 and in Czechoslovakia in 1968. To do otherwise would have risked
drawing superior Soviet conventional forces across Europe and precipitating a
nuclear conflict.

As far as any contested geographic region could be regarded as strategically
stable during the Cold War, then Europe was it. Moreover, West European
governments positively wanted continued American involvement in European
affairs. They recognised their political, economic and military weaknesses and
their vulnerability to the Red Army and communism. Even Western Europe’s
most powerful nation, Britain, while triumphant in the defeat of the Axis
powers, was economically dependent on another country – the US – for the
first time in its history. External support as well as intra-European cooperation
was needed to enable West Europe to revert successfully to peacetime produc-
tion and pre-war trade patterns. European states also needed to import secur-
ity for fear of possible German revanchism and/or Soviet territorial
expansionism. They did look to self-help. In March 1947 the Anglo-French
Dunkirk Treaty was signed and in 1948 BTO was created. However, these
initiatives were also designed to secure a US security guarantee for Europe,
without which European defence was palpably deficient.

These European calculations provided powerful realpolitik arguments in
favour of securing American political, economic and especially military com-
mitments to Europe, even if a price had to be paid in return. Indeed, the
Europeans were particularly receptive to American policy concerns because of
their weak bargaining position and their fears of another American retreat to
isolationism – concerns about which were sharpened by the abrupt termin-
ation of Lend–Lease aid and by rapid US demobilisation.

Yet, despite transatlantic cooperation in the Second World War and their
shared political and social cultures, Western Europe still posed US policy-
makers with some of their most difficult problems. Why was this so? The
beginnings of an answer lie in the enormity of the challenge to craft, from the
wreckage and animosities within Europe, structures that would be friendly to
the US, strong enough to resist communist subversion, cooperative enough to
work together for political reconstruction and far-sighted enough to allow the
rehabilitation of West Germany and Italy. Western Europe had also to be
persuaded to dedicate scarce resources to rearmament and remobilisation at a
time of severe domestic economic dislocation and shortages of manpower and
basic consumer needs. Furthermore, US–European interdependence was
already such that American political and economic fortunes rested on both the
economic rejuvenation of Western European states and on deterring them
from introspection that would damage American exports and leave the US
with intolerable security burdens.

The states of Western Europe were nearly all democracies, but they were
also very different in their political, economic, social, cultural and histori-
cal experiences, which soon complicated America’s task greatly. France and
Britain were colonial powers with a global outlook. West Germany was first
occupied and then a semi-sovereign state that sought reacceptance into the
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international arena, but it also harboured desires for reunification. Spain was
under Franco’s fascist dictatorship and countries such as Finland, Sweden and
Austria took refuge in Cold War neutrality. Nor were historical enmities and
wartime experiences simply forgotten. Franco-German rivalry had been the
focal point of two world wars and it became a cornerstone of French policy to
exploit German weakness for economic and security advantages. Similarly,
Greece and Turkey continued their long-running battle over Cyprus even after
the US brought them within NATO in February 1952.

Another potential problem was that the Soviets would lure Western states
into Cold War neutrality, a fear underscored by Austria accepting this status
after Krushchev’s withdrawal of the Red Army in May 1955. The principal
concern after the Berlin Blockade was that West Germany might accept neu-
trality in return for reunification. This would be disastrous. West Germany was
the linchpin of American policy in Europe because its geostrategic position,
manpower and economy were vital to containing communism, and NATO’s
Forward Defence Strategy was based on the River Elbe. In 1957 the Soviets
implicitly offered Bonn this trade through the Rapacki Plan, and followed up
with an ultimatum in November 1958: either the West entered talks within
six months over Germany or Krushchev would conclude a separate peace
treaty and transfer East Berlin to East German control. Eighteen months of
intermittent parleying between Eisenhower and Krushchev only soured their
relationship, particularly when an American U-2 spy plane was brought down
deep over Soviet territory in May 1960 and caused the Paris Four Power
summit to be aborted. Eventually, Krushchev settled the issue of Berlin de
facto by building the Wall, and in September 1971 the USSR and the West
formally acknowledged the division of Berlin, with the Western sector linked
to, but constitutionally separate from, West Germany.2 Nevertheless, US
policy-makers still feared the potential consequences of Ostpolitik and wor-
ried about weakening West German support for the Cold War.

More general problems stemmed from European realpolitik and from US
interdependence with Western Europe. Deep tensions existed within US
policies between anti-colonialism and reliance on Europe’s colonial powers for
Cold War defence in the Third World, which often resulted in US officials
antagonising colonial and Third World allies alike. US policy-makers wanted
Britain and France especially to maintain their international commitments
and to furnish resources and overseas bases from their colonial possessions. At
the same time they wanted to ally the US with the forces of Third World
nationalism and criticised their colonial allies if they failed or refused to guide
benevolently their colonies through to stable independence. These problems
were exacerbated in two ways. First, there were creeping commitments. The
US felt it necessary to help colonial powers fight against communist insur-
gents, but then found that it inherited ongoing obligations when the European
powers withdrew. The most infamous example of this was Vietnam. Second,
US policy-makers could not deal with the European powers in isolation from
the rest of the world. Sometimes this gave them additional leverage over Euro-
pean allies, but on occasion they were forced to make concessions to them,
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even against their better judgement. For example, the US gave assistance in the
early 1950s to France in Indochina in part to secure French support for West
German rearmament through the European Defence Community (EDC).
Likewise, it had to balance the Anglo-American special relationship against its
initial preference that Britain lead European integration. How much pressure
Washington could apply on London to overcome the latter’s resistance to
pooling sovereignty with European neighbours was limited by Britain being
America’s foremost partner in global containment and in managing the
Bretton Woods system.3

Furthermore, it was not without good reason that the Founding Fathers had
sought to remove America from the vicissitudes of Old World politics. Ameri-
can policy-makers soon found their European counterparts anxious to
entangle them in European affairs and to push competitive agendas distinct
from anti-communist containment. France recognised its need of American
economic and military support but disagreed initially with US ideas for
rehabilitating West Germany and disliked the prospect of an American-
dominated Europe. Resistance to the latter hardened once Marshall Aid
ended, and Washington later became concerned about Charles de Gaulle’s
aspirations for a French-led Western Europe to become a ‘third force’ between
the superpowers. Even Britain could not be relied upon to agree with Ameri-
can policies or to prioritise anti-communism in the way that successive US
administrations did. Its policy-makers resented British economic dependency
on the US – symbolised by the contentious 1946 loan agreement – and many
thought this situation to be but temporary. Their principal objective became to
transmute ‘[American] power into useful forms’,4 these forms stretching far
beyond containing communism to include the defence and promotion of
British interests.

American policy-makers thus frequently found that their calculations were
much different from those of their European counterparts. This was demon-
strated by US–West European differences over whether to confront or negoti-
ate with the Soviets. In November 1951 American policy-makers, preparing
for a summit meeting between Truman and Churchill, detected ‘a basic differ-
ence in our points of view’ vis-à-vis the Soviets. The British, they felt, were
taking a short-term perspective that inclined them to relax tensions with the
Soviets somehow. US objectives were ‘farther forward and longer run in char-
acter’. Rather than to freeze an unsatisfactory situation the Americans wanted
the West to develop a position of overwhelming strength before negotiating
with the Soviets so that it could force a retraction of their power.5

US–West European tactical differences became especially pronounced in the
context of nuclear weapons. In West Germany particularly there was great
ambivalence. While welcoming the security provided by hosting the greatest
concentration of nuclear weapons in Western Europe, it also greatly feared
nuclear war. Green, pacifist and left-wing groups led protests against nuclear
weapons being deployed in West Germany, particularly during the Reagan era.
Nor were fears of nuclear war and anti-nuclear protests confined to West
Germany. Britain quickly perceived the particular vulnerabilities of a small,
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densely populated country in the nuclear age, which encouraged it to develop
an independent nuclear deterrent and to favour minimising Cold War tensions.
Furthermore, Western European countries had reservations about US
deployment in Europe of tactical and intermediate range nuclear weapons and
about its willingness to wage all-out nuclear war in the event of a conflict in
Europe. These reservations were not unfounded. NATO exercise Carte
Blanche, which simulated the use of tactical nuclear weapons, indicated that
limited nuclear warfare would be total for Europe and less effective as a deter-
rent than total war. Moreover, US handling of the Cuban Missile Crisis (see
Chapter 6) heightened fears that reckless American policies might drag
Western Europe into a devastating nuclear exchange without any of its states
having a say.

Integration: the panacea for Western Europe?

How could Western Europe overcome its historic divisions and contribute to
the prosecution of global containment? A starting point had to be military
security. The Truman administration was reluctant to cast aside George
Washington’s caution against America becoming entangled in alliances. How-
ever, it became increasingly obvious that West European capabilities were
insufficient to counter the USSR, especially once the Soviets detonated their
first atomic bomb in 1949. Under great pressure from Britain especially, the
Truman administration eventually guaranteed Western Europe’s security
through NATO, which became the principal hard security organisation and
forum for transatlantic security dialogue. NATO drew in countries from
beyond the BTO that were of strategic significance in their own right, such as
Norway, and/or had control over strategically important territories, such as
Portugal with its control of the Azores, and Denmark with its connection with
Greenland. NATO also became far more than a military alliance. It developed
an extensive committee system that dealt with subjects as diverse as collective
defence, foreign policy consultation, settlement of intra-alliance disputes and
cooperation on cultural, scientific, economic, technical and even social issues.

Initial US atomic supremacy made offsetting West Europe’s immediate
military vulnerability relatively straightforward. More problematic were its
vulnerability to communist subversion, potential long-term dependence upon
the US and possible fragmentation before Soviet pressure, economic incentives
and invitations to neutrality. The Truman and Eisenhower administrations’
principal answer to these problems was to ‘remake Europe in an American
mode’6 by encouraging European integration. Transplanting the American
model of interstate trade and a single market to Europe would stimulate eco-
nomic recovery and in the medium term provide the US with a strong trading
partner. GATT, the World Bank and the IMF would help ensure that the
‘price’ paid by America for sacrificing its original post-war commitment to
international free trade to the sponsorship of regional integration would be
temporary. Toleration of discriminatory trade arrangements in Western
Europe and of its preferential overseas linkages even promised to ease both the
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dollar shortage and America’s resource transfer to Europe. The faster the
European economies regenerated then the quicker the US would be freed of
onerous aid commitments. Also, colonies provided European powers with
non-dollar raw materials and, as commodity producers, access to dollars.
Without them the US would have had to find other ways to obviate further
material and currency shortages. These reasons help explain why the Truman
and Eisenhower administrations accepted, for example, both the inherent
dollar discrimination of the Sterling Area – irrespective of the rules of GATT,
the IMF and provisions of the Anglo-American loan agreement – and a
limited obligation to indemnify Britain for any loss of gold or dollars arising
from European transactions with the overseas Sterling Area.7

Changing the very fabric of European politics through pooling sovereignty
was also thought to offer numerous advantages. A United States of Europe
based on the American federal model offered opportunity to export US demo-
cratic and free market values as well as political structures to Western Europe.
As Kelleher has argued: ‘The existence of a Europe “like us” was a precondi-
tion to the establishment of an international order conducive to American
political and economic interests.’8 A federal system might also tame volatile
nationalisms without destroying Europe’s cultural, political and historical
diversity. As such, integration promised to be a vehicle for political reconstruc-
tion and psychological reconciliation. Nowhere was this more important than
in offering an ‘answer’ to the German question. When the Cold War began to
intensify in the late 1940s and early 1950s it was far too soon to grant West
Germany full sovereignty, not least because of justifiable French opposition.
Yet, West German economic, political and, even, military power had to be
harnessed to Western Cold War defence and reconstruction. It was vital, too,
to the consolidation of West Germany’s fragile democracy that Chancellor
Adenauer could demonstrate his country’s economic development and
reacceptance by the Western Alliance, including France. Cooperation, deepen-
ing interdependence and, in particular, supranational controls offered a com-
promise position between German independence and the restoration of full
national sovereignty.9

US policy-makers generally believed that a united Western Europe was best
placed economically and militarily to resist communist subversion and to con-
tribute more effectively to its own security. This was reflected in their sponsor-
ship of the European Payments Union, which by providing credit on a
monthly basis was designed to speed the recovery of European trade previ-
ously restricted by bilateral payments arrangements. It was also reflected in the
ambition, from the Eisenhower administration onward, that a united and
prosperous Western Europe should serve as a force of attraction to Soviet
Eastern European satellites and contribute thereby to Soviet difficulties in
controlling the Eastern Bloc. Most controversial, though, were American
ideas for rearming West Germany. On 12 September 1950, Secretary of State
Acheson dropped ‘the bomb at the Waldorf’: West Germany had to be
rearmed within NATO to the tune of ten divisions because of the increased
military demands created by the globalisation of containment and the
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outbreak of the Korean War. France objected for fear of losing control over
West Germany and lest remilitarisation resurrected German nationalism and
weakened democratic control in the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG).
However, it was unable to resist US pressure to rearm West Germany, not least
because of its need of American economic aid and support in Indochina. It
consequently advanced the Pleven Plan whereby all German military units, but
only a percentage of French units, would be integrated into a supranational
army. This would protect French security interests and limit any German
sense of military identity. The Eisenhower administration disliked the obvious
inequity of these ideas but did see political and military advantages in a
supranational European army. Dulles famously spoke of an ‘agonising
reappraisal’ that warned of possible US withdrawal from Europe if the
EDC failed. Ultimately he accepted a British-sponsored alternative. The 1948
Brussels Treaty was extended to Italy and West Germany to form the Western
European Union (WEU), and Britain made additional military commitments
to continental Europe, which, among other things, were designed to reassure
the French. Nevertheless, Dulles still bemoaned the loss of supranationalism
in this arrangement: ‘This was always to me the most important aspect of the
EDC.’10

America’s most direct sponsorship of integration came in the formative
years of the late 1940s and early 1950s. The distribution of Marshall Aid was
made conditional upon a collective European response and an integrated
plan for European recovery. That spawned the Organisation for European
Economic Cooperation (OEEC), which the Americans hoped would evolve
into some sort of binding customs union and stimulate positive integration.
They also supported the 1948 Hague Conference and encouraged European
federalists. Between 1949 and 1960 the US channelled $3–4 million to various
federalist activities in Europe, and in 1950 helped steer the leadership of the
European Movement away from British influence towards the more ambitious
approach of Belgian Foreign Minister Paul-Henri Spaak.11

The Truman administration enthusiastically endorsed the proposal of Jean
Monnet, head of the French economic modernisation programme, for a
European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC). Concerns about its cartel
implications paled next to the prospect of putting essential ingredients for
war-making under supranational control, binding the FRG tighter to the
West, and fostering Franco-German reconciliation. In April 1951, the Treaty
of Paris duly established the ECSC with a membership of West Germany,
France, Italy and the Benelux. The Eisenhower administration likewise
welcomed agreement in 1957 of the European Economic Community and
Euratom. It was hoped that the former would encourage modernisation of
weaker economies, promote intra-European trade and spur the Community to
accept greater external trade liberalisation. This latter objective was comple-
mented by work within GATT and by encouraging British EEC candidature in
the belief that Britain would make the Community more outward looking and
counterbalance French protectionism. As for Euratom, this offered a potential
way to channel continental nuclear ambitions into a supranational framework,
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which promised to be more effective and easier for the US to influence than
multiple national programmes.

Successive American administrations routinely endorsed the widening and
deepening of European integration as being in the interests of America,
Europe and the Free World. This did not mean, however, that there were no
tensions within their support for European integration. American policy-
makers quickly recognised that promoting regionalism risked strengthening
discrimination against US economic interests and storing up difficulties for the
future exercise of American influence over their erstwhile protégé. There was
indecision about how far they wanted Britain integrated into Europe, not least
because its reluctance to cede sovereignty might derail the progress made by
the six signatories of the ECSC and EEC. And there was concern that an EEC
caucus within NATO might weaken American leadership there. Nevertheless,
Washington initially assumed that transatlantic interests were sufficiently
complementary to ensure that integration developed in tandem with an atlan-
ticist security framework. Doubts about this complementarity developed from
the mid-1950s, but American policy-makers continued to believe that the
benefits of European integration outweighed its costs. It made conflict within
Western Europe unthinkable and so successfully overcame Franco-German
antipathy that their relationship became the axis of European integration
throughout the Cold War and beyond. Integration also delivered economic
prosperity and security to Western Europe: the EEC far out-performed the
rival British-sponsored European Free Trade Association, and between 1958
and 1967 intra-EEC trade doubled as a percentage of member states’ total
trade.12 Most important of all, European integration helped both to secure the
dual containment of Germany and the USSR and to restrain French ambi-
tions, unpalatable to the Americans, for developing Europe as an independent
third force.

Beware your allies?

Although the US and Western Europe were locked together by fear of the
USSR, economic interdependence and shared values, there were episodes of
severe transatlantic friction. Examples include Truman’s intimation that he
might use the atomic bomb in Korea, Eisenhower’s stance during the Suez
Crisis, US unilateralism in its handling of the Cuban Missile Crisis, US policy
towards Vietnam and the wisdom of Reagan’s reinvigoration of the Cold War
and his subsequent bilateral strategic arms reduction negotiations with the
Soviets. There were also regular differences arising from Western Europe’s
reluctance to adopt such hard-line anti-communist stances as America’s. For
instance, key allies in Western Europe, including Britain, recognised the
People’s Republic of China long before the US did. Similarly there were
recurrent tensions within strategic embargo policy, over the West European
abandonment of the China differential and about their preference for less
extensive COCOM control lists than those proposed by Washington (see
Chapter 4). Even within NATO there were running sores that long survived
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the controversy over West Germany’s eventual integration into the Alliance
in May 1955. US administrations repeatedly berated their NATO allies for
failing to dedicate more resources to the collective defence effort; despite the
fact that they consistently provided 80–90% of the land forces in Europe.
Disputes continued about control over armaments levels, the development of
interoperability and competition over the production of technologically
advanced weaponry. And, above all else, there was competition for influence
within NATO and recurring West European fears about whether US security
guarantees would hold good should the Cold War become ‘hot’. Indeed, US
Secretary of State Acheson noted in retrospect the irony of the marine band
playing at the NATO ceremony in April 1949 ‘I’ve got plenty of nothin’ and ‘It
ain’t necessarily so’.13

By the mid-1950s American policy-makers had to revisit assumptions about
complementarity between US and Western European interests. Four key prob-
lems confronted them: US relative economic decline, the implications of the
nuclearisation of NATO strategy, fears of a West German rapprochement with
the USSR, and General de Gaulle’s vision of a French-led Europe as an
independent ‘third force’. Although the challenge from the East, which centred
on Berlin, was settled by the building of the Berlin Wall, this actually fed
American fears about the interlinked challenges of Western Europe’s growing
economic strength and de Gaulle’s ability to hijack the integration process for
French ends. In particular, would German dissatisfaction with the West’s
response to Krushchev and the construction of the Berlin Wall drive Bonn
further into the arms of de Gaulle and to favour greater accommodation with
the Soviets?

American influence over Europe was in relative decline by the mid-1950s.
Marshall Aid was over and the Mutual Defense Assistance Program, which
took over from it during the Korean War, was being run down. Economic
recovery and NATO guarantees made West European countries relatively less
concerned about communist subversion and the Soviet military threat. And,
most especially, the US economy had begun to falter under the burden of
containment and in the face of the rise of competing centres of economic
power. In 1958–59 the US payments deficit increased markedly, 1960 witnessed
the novelty of a run on the dollar, and foreign holdings of dollars exceeded
the US gold reserve for the first time. Between 1957 and 1963 the US lost
$7.4 billion from its gold reserves and a pattern similar to that which had
afflicted Britain since at least the Second World War appeared to be emerging:
imbalance of payments, sluggish growth, inadequate export income to fund
overseas commitments, faltering international confidence in the currency and
complications for its domestic role arising from that.14 Moreover, matters
seemed set to worsen. First, Kennedy rejected Eisenhower’s commitment to
balanced budgets and low inflation in favour of Keynesian economic policies
that were designed, at least partially, to finance a massive increase in defence
and overseas spending. Second, Japan and Western Europe were both
experiencing rapid growth and becoming serious economic competitors to the
US, a development that America helped to underwrite through its initial
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commitment to their economic reconstruction and then by subsidising
their security. Third, European integration was beginning to exact some of
the economic costs that American policy-makers had foreseen. Creation of the
EEC brought with it new discriminatory policies, such as a Customs Union
with a Common External Tariff (CET) and a Common Agricultural Policy
(CAP). These policies would damage US exports to Europe and elsewhere,
particularly if Britain were to join the EEC with preferential deals for its
Commonwealth and dependencies and without a simultaneous liberalisation
of the CET.

The nuclearisation of NATO strategy developed in the 1950s due primarily
to perceived conventional inferiority vis-à-vis the Soviet Union. This percep-
tion was widely shared within NATO, though its accuracy was later ques-
tioned.15 However, continental European NATO allies suspected that Britain
and America also favoured nuclearisation so that they could reduce the eco-
nomic costs of their conventional commitments to Europe and redeploy
troops elsewhere. This aggravated tensions within NATO about control over
the nuclear arsenal and how to mesh the conventional ‘shield’ and the atomic
‘sword’. NATO’s official strategy called for Forward Defence, which meant
repelling Soviet aggression as far east as possible. Continental European
NATO members feared nevertheless that in the event of conflict, Britain and
the US would adopt a peripheral strategy that would allow continental Europe
to absorb the brunt of a Soviet attack before trying to reconquer what was left
after a month of conventional armoured operations accompanied by tactical
nuclear strikes.16 In addition, the prospect of reduced conventional American
commitment to Europe increased Western Europe’s fear of an American
nuclear betrayal. Would Washington wage total nuclear war for the sake of
Europe or might the US and USSR manage a limited nuclear war that des-
troyed Europe but left their homelands relatively unscathed? Even the British
indirectly broached this question, no doubt remembering the American
‘nuclear betrayal’ in the aftermath of the Second World War that was symbol-
ised by the McMahon Act. The 1964 British Statement on Defence argued that
‘if there were no power in Europe capable of inflicting unacceptable damage
on a potential enemy he might be tempted . . . to attack in the mistaken belief
that the United States would not act unless America herself were attacked’.17

One consequence of this was that much of nuclear policy within NATO
became more concerned with mutual reassurance than warning the Soviet
Union.18 This reassurance included America maintaining a substantial troop
presence in Europe as a ‘trip wire’ or ‘plate glass’ between Western Europe’s
conventional defence and America’s nuclear guarantee. Just as importantly,
the nuclearisation debate provoked divergent European responses. For Britain
it re-emphasised the importance of maintaining its own nuclear deterrent as a
tool of influence and insurance. However, it was happy that this be kept within
the existing Atlantic framework and after aborting its Blue Streak missile
programme and agreeing at Nassau to purchase Polaris as a replacement,
Britain increasingly relied on America for its ‘independent’ deterrent. France
reacted differently, especially once de Gaulle returned to power in June 1958.
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Nuclear dependency on an uncertain American guarantee created vulner-
ability and political dependency on the US. These fears were underscored by
Eisenhower’s failure to support France in the Suez Crisis, the Soviet launch
of Sputnik in 1957, and by Kennedy’s failure to consult allies when responding
to the Cuban Missile Crisis. France exploded its first atomic bomb in 1960 and
de Gaulle developed the force de frappe as a central instrument in his chal-
lenge to American leadership in Europe. The logic of liberating Europe of
strategic dependence drove French interest in Euratom and in the possible
development of a European deterrent, which potentially included atomic
weapons cooperation with West Germany.

Bonn had promised not to develop atomic weapons, but as the front-line of
any East–West conflict in Europe was anxious that NATO guarantees
remained as automatic as possible. However, it did play on Western fears of a
nuclear Germany and indicated its desire for greater control over nuclear
decisions that affected it. Recent scholarship has also presented archival
evidence that suggests West German Chancellor Adenauer especially was
interested in using Euratom ‘as the quickest way to gain the option to pro-
duce nuclear weapons’.19 Washington saw grave danger in the combination of
German concern about control of nuclear weapons, exclusion from nuclear
technology and disillusion with US handling of Berlin’s future. Bonn might
seek conciliation with the East and/or be drawn into de Gaulle’s vision for a
united Europe from the Atlantic to the Urals. The Americans were so sensitive
to this threat of Franco-German desertion that, when Paris and Bonn signed a
Treaty of Friendship in 1963, President Kennedy called it ‘an unfriendly act’.20

The Kennedy administration responded to these problems with a utopian
dream. Britain should enter the EEC to improve the latter’s atlanticist perspec-
tive. A multilateral nuclear force (MLNF) should be developed to give the
semblance of nuclear equality among NATO’s key members but establishing
overall US control. And, in Kennedy’s Grand Design of 4 July 1962, Congress
would approve the Trade Expansion Act and thus enable the US to use the
next GATT talks to develop some sort of transatlantic free trade area. These
ideas betrayed a gross misreading of the political environment in Europe and
of the extent of American power. Neither France nor Britain would give up its
independent nuclear deterrents and the MLNF was finally compromised when
Kennedy, still trying to rebuild Anglo-American relations after the 1956 Suez
Crisis, felt compelled to offer Prime Minister Macmillan Polaris missiles in
December 1962. This deal at Nassau also provided de Gaulle with the perfect
excuse to veto British membership of the EEC in 1963: Britain would be a
‘Trojan Horse’ for American interests in Europe and undermine integration.
As for US ideas of a transatlantic free trade area, these too failed to material-
ise. Instead, the Dillon Round demonstrated that the EEC’s growing economic
power meant that the US could no longer dominate GATT and relations
between the two degenerated into the first serious trade dispute in 1962, the
so-called ‘Chicken War’.21

De Gaulle’s radical assault upon American leadership stalled in the face of
West German loyalty to NATO, lack of Soviet interest in his vision for Europe
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and insufficient French resources to then develop much more than a regional
nuclear capability, which, when combined with problems of warning times,
made a European deterrent independent of the Atlantic Alliance difficult to
present as a credible reality. Nevertheless, the remainder of the 1960s still saw
American leadership under increasing pressure. Washington became pre-
occupied with Vietnam and its prosecution of the war there provoked increas-
ingly fierce criticism from within and without NATO. Even Britain declined to
meet President Johnson’s request in July 1966 for just token forces – not even
a platoon of bagpipers.22 Moreover, there was widespread scepticism in
Europe that South-east Asia had become the new front-line of the Cold War
and fear that the diversion of American resources to the periphery comprom-
ised the strategic centre. Interestingly, the father of containment, George
Kennan, shared this view. In February 1966 he told the US Senate that
involvement in Vietnam was diverting attention from ‘great and potentially
more important questions of world affairs’ and that ‘in some instances assets
we already enjoy and hopefully possibilities we should be developing are being
sacrificed to this unpromising involvement in a remote and secondary
theatre’.23

Charles de Gaulle certainly took advantage of US preoccupations in
Vietnam to promote French influence and undermine America’s position in
Western Europe. The importance of the American nuclear guarantee pre-
vented West Germany from sacrificing Washington for Paris, but the US could
not dissuade either de Gaulle or West German Chancellor Brandt from estab-
lishing economic and cultural ties with the Eastern Bloc. Nor could de Gaulle
be prevented from undermining the political and economic position of the US.
In 1966, he damaged NATO by withdrawing France from its Military Com-
mand structure and in doing so forced the removal from French soil of the
organisation’s headquarters and of 26,000 US troops. In 1967, he again
thwarted US hopes to use Britain to open up the EEC by vetoing its entry for a
second time. He also successfully attacked the Bretton Woods system, which
was seen as the hallmark of US economic hegemony. De Gaulle speculated
against sterling and in the mid-1960s demanded that the US Treasury redeem
in gold several hundred million dollars. This helped force British devaluation
in November 1967, set off another wave of speculation against the dollar,
and ensured that by 1970 US ambitions for the Bretton Woods system and
multilateralism were in free-fall.

From 1970 to 1989, the US tried intermittently to improve transatlantic
relations, particularly once de Gaulle left office. Some of these efforts were
singularly unsuccessful, such as when the Nixon administration, without
consulting its European allies, declared 1973 the ‘Year of Europe’. President
Carter made a better impression in 1978 with what was the first presidential
visit to the European Commission in Brussels. GATT continued to be useful in
mitigating transatlantic economic friction, and offset agreements with West
Germany helped to ease the financial burden of keeping US troops in Europe
and undermined support for Senator Mike Mansfield’s repeated calls in
the 1970s for US troop withdrawals. NATO, despite French spoiling actions in
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the mid-1960s, remained the cornerstone of transatlantic security cooperation.
For instance, in 1977 the Carter administration secured a pledge from NATO
member states to increase defence spending by 3% per year from 1976 until
1986, and in May 1978 a Long Term Defence Programme was agreed that
included improvement across a range of capabilities and an upgrade of theatre
nuclear defence. The latter was propelled by Soviet deployment of SS-20 mis-
siles and the Backfire bomber, and culminated in agreement in December 1979
to base Pershing II and ground-launched Cruise missiles in several European
countries from December 1983.

Overall, though, the post-de Gaulle era brought little success for American
hopes that Europe would either accept greater economic sacrifices to under-
write the American economy, or defer to Washington’s political leadership,
or become more outward looking. Instead, it became clear both that the
economic balance of power had shifted markedly and that the US was
increasingly out of step with Western Europe.24 Nixon reacted to the problems
of the 1960s by trying to develop as many bilateral links as possible between
Washington and West European capitals in the hope that this would give the
US more leverage than dealing through the European institutions. Neverthe-
less, the US received increasingly selective support on both Cold War and
economic issues because Western Europe was conscious of its growing
economic power and felt relatively little threat from the East. In the early
1970s, West Germany refused to help the dollar and, despite Nixon’s attempts
to prevent it, the Bretton Woods system duly collapsed. Moreover, this
important source of American power was soon supplanted in Europe by the
EC’s creation in 1978 of the European Monetary System, which ‘in a sense,
represented a German-led declaration of monetary independence from the
dollar’.25

Nor could America take European political support for granted. Most
NATO members refused to support the US during the Yom Kippur War in
1973 and EC member states began to coordinate their foreign policies
through European Political Cooperation (EPC), which, although often fragile,
nevertheless demonstrated growing European willingness to disagree with
Washington. In June 1980, the EC declared against US policy and in favour of
a Palestinian homeland and participation in Arab–Israeli peace talks. In 1986
EPC refused to support US measures against Libya in retaliation for its
alleged terrorist links and, while Britain provided facilities, France and Spain
notably denied their airspace to American aircraft involved in launching mili-
tary strikes against selected Libyan targets. The EC even seemed willing to
challenge American policy in the Western Hemisphere. The two agreed in
wanting reform of Fidel Castro’s regime in Cuba but, whereas the US imposed
a punitive total economic embargo, the EC preferred engagement and social-
isation of Havana, including humanitarian aid and developing trade links.
There were differences also over the civil war in El Salvador and the conflict in
Nicaragua between Contras and Sandinistas following the 1979 revolution.
The US backed the Contras in Nicaragua and successive repressive govern-
ments in El Salvador. The EC, however, provided Nicaragua with considerable
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food aid and, at the 1983 Stuttgart European Council, called for a peaceful
resolution to conflicts in Central America based on principles of respect for
human rights and, poignantly for America, non-intervention. In September
1984 it also took part in what became known as the San José Process; the US
was noticeably absent from this first meeting, which was designed to explore
avenues for peaceful settlement of regional conflict.26

Transatlantic friction became particularly acute during Reagan’s first
term.27 His resurrection of the Anglo-American special relationship with
Margaret Thatcher revived the long-debated issue of Britain’s commitment to
integration, even though it had finally joined the EC in 1973. More import-
antly, the majority of Western Europe did not subscribe to his reinvigoration
of the Cold War, feared the repercussions of his bilateral negotiations with
Gorbachev over nuclear weapons, and considered SDI to be a grave threat to
strategic stability (see Chapter 2). Major popular opposition developed to the
deployment of US Cruise and Pershing II missiles in Europe. European gov-
ernments resented Washington’s simultaneous insistence on bilateral Ameri-
can–Soviet talks and demands that they should make greater commitments to
containment. They also refused to abandon growing economic links with the
East. For instance, in the early 1980s there was a major transatlantic disagree-
ment over sales of oil and gas industry equipment to the USSR and the
construction of a pipeline that would deliver Siberian gas supplies to Western
Europe. In June 1982, the Reagan administration, believing that the transfer
of technology and equipment to the USSR would indirectly aid its military
effort and its national security, imposed sanctions on American subsidiaries
and licence holders in Western Europe involved in the pipeline project. The EC
denounced the action as illegal and took measures to compel national com-
panies to fulfil their legally binding contracts. Even Margaret Thatcher ‘con-
tinuously harangued the President and his advisers about the extraterritorial
application of US sanctions’.28

These increasing differences reflected the changing balance of power within
US–EC relations and the latter’s greater freedom of manoeuvre as the Cold
War wound down. They also resulted in a much more defensive American
posture towards European integration, which was apparent in Reagan’s
extreme sensitivity about US leadership. As the EC enlarged its membership
and its economic strength grew, so too did the tension between European
political integration and American leadership in Europe through NATO.
When France proposed reactivating the WEU in 1984, the Reagan administra-
tion feared that it was an implicit challenge to NATO supremacy. When the
EC agreed the 1986 Single European Act, which aimed to create a single
European market by 1992, Reagan responded with protectionist measures and
alarmist images of a ‘Fortress Europe’. And when it came to international
trade, Washington and Brussels were frequently locked in conflict. The Euro-
pean Commission studiously avoided liberalising European policies lest it
damage either European competitiveness or the fragile political consensus
upon which further integration depended. This, coupled with European intro-
version as economic depression hit in the early 1980s, meant that the CAP
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continued to be a major transatlantic sore, as did issues relating to banking,
insurance, public procurement and the airline industry.

Conclusion

Despite the irritant of Berlin, the Cold War condition of Europe was quickly
stabilised and American policy-makers became preoccupied as much with
preserving American influence and holding their allies in check as with the
Soviet Union. Successive administrations stressed the pre-eminence of US-
dominated NATO and encouraged European integration as a way of
reconstructing Europe while also securing the dual containment of the USSR
and Germany and resisting de Gaulle’s leadership challenge. The results were
at best mixed. Nixon once warned the Europeans that they could not have US
cooperation and participation on security issues and at the same time engage
in confrontation, or even hostility, on the political and economic fronts. He
was wrong. The European nation-states knew that they were geostrategically,
politically and economically invaluable to Washington, and once NATO was
established they were freer to reassert themselves. US commitment to con-
tainment policy ironically allowed the Europeans to see the Cold War often as
an issue secondary to their post-war adjustment to the more powerful and
enduring force of economic globalisation.

Did America ‘win’ the battle in Europe? If the battle really was simply to
contain communism, then the US succeeded. However, if policy-makers mis-
read the dominant dynamic in European capitals, then that success needs
major qualification because the Europeans used the US ruthlessly for their
own ends. In particular, in relative terms, they freewheeled in the security
domain and exploited the competitive advantage that this gave them in the
economic and political spheres. When the Cold War ended, US–West Euro-
pean interdependence was as immutable as it had been in the immediate post-
war years. However, the balance of power had so shifted that Washington, if
ever it had been, could no longer be sure of being able to block West European
actions, let alone determine them. The EC had enlarged to 12 countries and
further admissions were certain to follow the collapse of the Berlin Wall. Its
economic power within GATT and policies such as CAP and the Single
Market threatened to undermine US interests. And the future of NATO and
American influence in Europe were brought into question by the loss of a
common enemy and by French-led European interest in security arrangements
that were less dependent on the US.

Finally, what does all of this reveal of American power and influence in
post-Second World War Europe? Western Europe was undoubtedly a suppli-
cant to the US for security throughout the Cold War, especially for the nuclear
guarantee. The US was also able to exercise considerable political and eco-
nomic influence and created structures that institutionalised its power,
including GATT, IMF, World Bank and NATO command. Concomitantly,
relative US power waned over time as it laboured under the burdens of main-
taining the Western economic and security systems. This is the stuff of classic
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overstretch and hegemonic decline. Yet, even at the peak of its power in the
immediate post-war years, America struggled to impress its will upon its major
European allies. France scuttled the EDC; Britain refused to lead European
integration; the Scandinavian countries declined to participate in supra-
national integration; Norway and Denmark disassociated themselves from
NATO nuclear strategy; and France pulled out of the Military Command.
Even Marshall Aid eroded only the edges of national sovereignty.29 These
contradictory indicators ensure that debate about American influence over
Western Europe will continue to produce different positions along the spec-
trum of opinion from J.L. Gaddis’s voluntaristic empire, R.T. Griffiths’s view
of American hegemony theory being outdated, K. Schwabe’s argument of
American decline after the EDC debacle, and A.P. Dobson’s rejection of the
whole idea that ‘hegemony’ can accurately capture the nature of the US
relationship with Europe.30
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6 Hegemony and the Western
Hemisphere

Debate about US power is endless, but there is a consensus that it has been
preponderant since 1945. Following on from this come the now familiar claims
about US hegemony and this nowhere seems more apt than in the Western
Hemisphere where there have been regular interventions by the US into the
affairs of other states and continuous attempts to socialise them into free
market ways, liberal politics and anti-communism.1 For a while, after Franklin
Roosevelt proclaimed the Good Neighbour Policy in 1933, the US specifically
rejected the idea of interventionism in Latin America. However, Cold War
priorities soon mandated intervention once again on national security
grounds, sometimes through threats of economic reprisal, sometimes through
covert activities, and sometimes by a bald reversion to old ways that had been
publicly formulated and justified by Franklin’s cousin Theodore Roosevelt in
his famous 1904 Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine. This went beyond trying
to keep Europe out of hemispheric affairs and sought to justify US inter-
vention in them as and when necessary:

Chronic wrongdoing, or an impotence which results in a general loosen-
ing of the ties of civilized society, may in America, as elsewhere, ultimately
require intervention by some civilized nation, and in the Western Hemi-
sphere the adherence of the United States to the Monroe Doctrine may
force the United States, however reluctantly, in flagrant cases of such
wrongdoing or impotence, to the exercise of an international police
power.2

Self-interest, arrogance and idealism were deeply embedded in this doctrine
and they flowed naturally from traditional conceptions of manifest destiny
and American exceptionalism. These were thus not new characteristics of US
foreign policy and nearly a century later were to be reformulated by the
administration of George W. Bush to justify America’s right to intervene pre-
ventatively across the globe to deal with terrorism and WMDs and to spread
democracy and the free market. Immediately after the Second World War, US
strategy in the Americas was more defensive – to contain communism – but
this gradually developed into a more pro-active policy of interventionism in its
backyard.



After the Second World War, the US had important security interests to
protect in the region, most notably the Panama Canal Zone, which the US had
obtained in 1905 and which provided a short route for the US navy between
the Atlantic and the Pacific. The US also had important investments, markets
and sources of supply in Latin America. To post-war US leaders, all these
interests were threatened by communism. As in Europe, the fear was not of a
red army, but of red ideas subverting countries from within and thus threaten-
ing US security and vested economic interests. With the global challenge from
communism it seemed essential to ensure that the rules of the system – market
economies, liberal political values and anti-communism – should at least be
enforced in the backyard. With these containment ideas in mind, the US
signed the Rio Military Pact in 1947, which promulgated the principle that an
attack on any American country would be taken as an attack on them all. A
year later, a further hemispheric management structure was created at Bogota,
the Organisation of American States (OAS). Contrary to US wishes, however,
article 15 of the OAS charter outlawed intervention in the internal or external
affairs of any other state. This principle was soon flouted.

Guatemala, 1954

The first challenge to the hegemonic prerogatives of the US arose in Central
America, and its response set a pattern for the future. In 1944, General Jorge
Ubico’s dictatorship over Guatemala came to an end. He had compared his
brand of justice with God’s and Hitler’s. There followed a period of mild
reform to deal with land distribution – the most serious economic problem of
Latin America. In Guatemala 50% of the population held 3% of the land and
the elite 2% held 60%. In 1951 a more robust reformer came to power, Jacobo
Arbenz Guzman, but he had the problem of the Boston-based United Fruit
Company (UFC), which owned over 60% of the arable land, paid low wages,
cheated the government out of legitimate revenue and under-utilised the land
it owned.

In March 1953, Arbenz appropriated a quarter of a million acres from the
UFC and offered to compensate the company at the level it had valued the
land for tax purposes, $600,000. The UFC responded by demanding $15.8
million: a sum that Secretary of State John Foster Dulles pronounced as no
less than required by international law. Unfortunately for Arbenz, both John
Foster and his brother Allen Dulles, Director of the CIA, had close connec-
tions with the UFC through their family law firm.

Over the following months there followed a murky story of intrigue and
propaganda. Guatemala received a shipment of small arms from the Eastern
Bloc and was falsely denounced as communist. John Foster Dulles conjured
up the spectre of a communist assault on the Panama Canal Zone, of reds
swarming up (over 1,000 miles from Guatemala) to, and then no doubt
beyond, the Central American isthmus into Mexico and on to the US itself. As
opposition to Arbenz was stirred up, the CIA laid its plans. It found a willing
collaborator in Colonel Castillo Armas.
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The CIA colluded with the long-established Somoza dictatorship in Nicar-
agua and trained troops there under Armas. The propaganda war was stepped
up and then, on 8 June 1954, Armas led a small army into Guatemala. Its
success was not immediate and so American-flown planes dropped charges of
dynamite on Guatemala City, after which the government and its army parted
company: Arbenz was isolated. Armas took over, returned the land to the
UFC, and shot most of the supporters of the previous regime. His government
was corrupt and it brutalised and held back the development of the country.
This was a classic case of neo-imperialism: control without the trappings of
formal empire. There were all the components identified by New Left writers
such as William Appleman Williams: the economic forces of capitalism, the
power of government enlisted for their defence, propaganda and subversion of
the democratic process, the use of secretive and largely unaccountable power
of the state in the form of the CIA, and the demonisation of the enemy as
communist.3 This pattern, with minor variations, was to occur time and again
in the Western Hemisphere once the Guatemala coup had set the precedent.
But, it was not just Americans who learnt from this. Fidel Castro would not
make the same mistake as Arbenz and allow a feeble military attack to cut
away his military support. In Cuba he created a people’s army that would
require more than a minor surgical operation to sever it from its political
leaders. As a result Cuba became the key Cold War issue in the Western
Hemisphere and for a while in October 1962 it held the entire world stage all to
itself.

Cuba and problems in the Western Hemisphere

On New Year’s Day 1959, Fidel Castro and his guerrilla army marched into
Havana and ended the much hated, violent, oppressive and deeply corrupt
regime of Fulgencio Batista. Four months later he visited the US: it was not a
success. Dispute still continues as to whether he was pushed away by the
Americans, or voluntarily chose communism. It was probably a mixture of
both. By February 1960, already colliding with US interests as he tried to
assert Cuban control over the economy, Castro turned to the Soviets for help
and signed a trade agreement with them. Soviet Premier Nikita Krushchev
then pronounced provocatively that the Monroe Doctrine was dead and wel-
comed Cuba as a new liberating force in Latin America. The US retaliated. It
renounced the Cuban sugar quota, severed diplomatic relations in early 1961,
and instigated an economic embargo. Eisenhower also made plans to remove
Castro by force through CIA-trained expatriate Cuban dissidents. Thus Presi-
dent John Kennedy, on entering the White House in 1961, came face to face
with one of the most volatile issues of his presidency: Cuba and how to deal
with it. Much to his later regret, he took the advice of the CIA and accepted
the invasion plan laid by his predecessor. It went ahead at the Bay of Pigs on
17 April 1961 in the expectation that it would prompt a popular uprising.
Instead, disaster struck. The invaders never got off the beach and there was no
uprising.
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The Cuban problem remained: its significance was as much symbolic as
anything else. The way that the US conceived of its own position in the West-
ern Hemisphere, and trumpeted it abroad, meant that any loss to communism
would necessarily be seen as a major defeat. So, the US could not give up after
the Bay of Pigs. Kennedy unleashed CIA Operation Mongoose to try to
unseat Castro. Or perhaps one should say debeard him as one plot involved a
poison that removed facial hair! These tactics failed, but angered Castro and
provoked fear of another invasion, and thus led him deeper into the Soviet
embrace.

The Cuban Missile Crisis

The CIA told Kennedy on 15 October 1962 that the Soviets were building
medium (MRBM) and intermediate range ballistic missile (IRBM) sites on
Cuba.

The context of the crisis not only demonstrates how intermingled US
domestic and Cold War issues had become, it also explains much about how
events unfolded. Kennedy had come to power with a flamboyant commitment
to get America moving again, retake the initiative in the Cold War, and pay
any price and bear any burden for the sake of liberty. The world, however,
proved to be more intractable than his optimistic can-do rhetoric suggested.
Kennedy suffered a series of setbacks. They started with the Bay of Pigs and
continued with a difficult summit meeting with Krushchev in Vienna, the
Berlin Crisis and the building of the Wall, difficulties in Laos and a deteriorat-
ing situation in Vietnam. In none of these did Kennedy perform well. So, when
the missiles were discovered on Cuba, there were a number of background
considerations that informed his actions. He was politically vulnerable. His
performance had not matched his election rhetoric and October 1962 was the
eve of the mid-term congressional elections. Kennedy was also aware that he
was the first Democrat president since Truman, and Truman had left office
under a hail of criticisms about being weak on communism, failing to end the
war in Korea, and for losing China. Kennedy’s concerns about these things
should not be seen solely as selfish political considerations that pushed him
into a hardline response. The radical right in the US was strong and, in his
view, dangerous. Two years later, the Republican opponent of Lyndon John-
son, Barry Goldwater, reputedly suggested ‘lobbing one into the men’s room at
the Kremlin’, ‘one’ being a nuclear bomb. The survival of Democrat leader-
ship was seen as important for the continuation of moderate and rational
policies as well as for Kennedy’s career. In addition, there were other influen-
tial factors. Kennedy was part of that generation that had a horror of
appeasement because of its consequences in the Second World War. Kennedy
felt that the US had to be resolute, send the right messages to Krushchev and
get the missiles out of Cuba. Among other things, this would prevent the
Soviets from using them as a bargaining ploy to make gains elsewhere, such as
in the Western redoubt in Berlin, or regarding US missile deployments in
Turkey. The Americans felt that if they gave way to blackmail, then the
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Soviets, like all blackmailers, would be back for a second, third and fourth
tranche. The great danger with this was that eventually the US would have to
say no, but then it would have lost credibility. The Soviets would not believe
American protestations. The supposed bluff would be called and nuclear war
would probably follow. These important considerations were much written
about soon after the crisis. More recently, however, evidence has come to light
that Kennedy’s commitment to flexible response held an option in reserve that
would have gone down, if not an appeasement-like, at least an accommodating
route that actually involved a trade of Soviet missiles on Cuba for US missiles
in Turkey.4

The Soviet role in the crisis also had complications, some of which have only
recently been revealed. Although Kennedy felt under pressure from Soviet
foreign policy and Soviet-inspired liberation movements, Krushchev also felt
threatened. Kennedy’s rhetoric was combative and contrary to many views
expressed in the 1960s and 1970s, Krushchev did not perceive of him as
inexperienced and lacking resolution. An invasion force had assaulted Cuba
and the US had embarked upon a massive rearmament programme. Moreover,
although the launch of Sputnik indicated that the Soviets had stolen a techno-
logical lead, which promised improved nuclear weapon delivery systems,
things had in fact gone disastrously wrong. They had only a handful of oper-
ational ICBMs and Krushchev knew that the USSR was vulnerable to a US
first strike. He therefore boasted misleadingly that the Soviet Union had no
need to station missiles outside Soviet boundaries while secretly moving to
close its temporary window of vulnerability by placing IRBMs and MRBMs
on Cuba. Coupled with his public commitment to supporting liberation
movements, this redoubled Krushchev’s determination to secure Castro
against a possible second American invasion.

After the Americans discovered their presence, Strategic Air Command
(SAC) was placed on DEFCON II, which, among other things, was a deliber-
ate attempt to try to intimidate the Soviets: the next state of alert was
tantamount to being at war. There was never any argument about the fact
that the missiles had to go. They could not stay for three reasons. First, they
would have had a psychological impact, which would have been very damaging
politically and could have provoked a dangerous and possibly uncontrollable
right-wing backlash. It was bad enough having a communist state in the West-
ern Hemisphere; to have a nuclear-capable one was just not acceptable. It
would have altered the perceptions of the relative standing of the US and the
Soviet Union in the Cold War and, as Kennedy commented, perceptions con-
tribute to reality. Second, the missiles on Cuba would have strengthened the
Soviet Union’s strike capability and cut down on the warning time. Third, if
the Soviets had been allowed to succeed in developing a nuclear base on Cuba,
it might have encouraged them to other acts of adventurism and a blundering
into unintentional nuclear war.

However, consensus on the need to remove the missiles did not translate into
consensus on what to do. Before telling the world about the missiles Kennedy
established the Executive Committee of the NSC (EXCOM) to consider policy
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options. It was comprised of key personnel from the NSC, Soviet specialists,
the foreign policy establishment and people close to the President, most not-
ably his brother, Attorney-General Robert Kennedy. The EXCOM’s initial
enthusiasm for an air strike soon receded when it became clear that it would
involve Soviet casualties, that the military could not guarantee 100% success
(thus posing the possibility of a retaliatory nuclear strike from Cuba), and
that a follow-up invasion would very probably be needed. The EXCOM
eventually produced six options: do nothing; apply diplomatic pressure; ease
Castro away from the Soviets; impose a naval blockade; mount an air strike;
invade. This range of options was whittled down to the idea of using limited
force in the form of a blockade, or quarantine as it was less provocatively
called, with the military options held in reserve. From being hawkish at the
outset, the EXCOM pulled back under pressure, particularly from the
Kennedys and Defense Secretary Robert McNamara. The most dove-like
official was Adlai Stevenson, US Ambassador to the UN, who wanted to
make concessions and stick to diplomacy. For years people thought that this
had been entirely rejected by Kennedy, but recent evidence indicates
otherwise.

On Monday, 22 October, the President publicly announced the discovery of
the missiles and went on to make seven main points: the US would impose a
naval quarantine to prevent further shipments of aggressive weapons; there
would be increased surveillance and US forces would stand ready to meet all
eventualities; any nuclear strike from Cuba anywhere in the Western Hemi-
sphere would be deemed to be a direct Soviet attack upon the US; US forces
at Guantanamo Bay would be strengthened; the US would coordinate with
the OAS and NATO; a meeting of the UN Security Council would discuss the
situation; and Kennedy called upon Krushchev to end this threat to peace.

Krushchev’s initial response was truculent, but on Wednesday, when
the quarantine came into operation, Soviet ships turned back. On Friday the
Americans showed their resolve without being over-provocative by stopping
and boarding a US-built, Greek-crewed, Lebanese-registered ship chartered
by the Soviets. The same day they received an offer from Krushchev: he would
remove the missiles in return for a guarantee of Cuba’s sovereignty. But then,
on the following day, the Soviets also demanded that the US remove its nuclear
missiles from Turkey.

Kennedy went along with the view of the majority in EXCOM that there
could be no public trade of missiles because it would look as if the US were
sacrificing Turkish for American interests and that would have generally
undermined allied faith in the US. Nevertheless, Kennedy mused at one point
that it would not look good in the history books if there were a nuclear war
because he had refused to withdraw obsolete missiles from Turkey. The Ameri-
cans decided to accept the first offer from Krushchev and ignore the second.
At the same time, Robert Kennedy met with Soviet Ambassador Dobrynin
and explained the political difficulties for the US that a public connection
between the removal of Cuban and Turkish missiles would cause, but he
undertook to remove the latter unilaterally within a short period of time. This
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decision was not taken in the EXCOM. Neither was another important
decision made by John Kennedy. He instructed Secretary of State Dean Rusk
to prime an ex-American UN official, Andrew Cordier. In the event of the
quarantine not working and the situation deteriorating, Cordier should stand
by to approach UN General Secretary U-Thant and ask him, as an independ-
ent third party, to propose a trade of the Turkish for the Cuban missiles.
Whether Kennedy would have taken this more accommodating route, or
whether he would have resorted to military action, we shall never know, but
circumstantial evidence suggests he would have opted for the UN initiative. On
28 October Krushchev agreed to remove the missiles in return for a US guar-
antee to respect Cuban sovereignty.

The crisis was at an end, but it had been a close-run thing. Many came to see
it as a model for successful crisis management, but not everything was under
such tight control as one might have wished. A US U-2 high-altitude recon-
naissance plane strayed perilously into Soviet air space during the crisis and
one was shot down by Cuban and Soviet gunfire on Saturday, 27 October. The
Americans badly miscalculated the size of the Soviet force on Cuba and,
unknown to them, if they had invaded they would have been confronted by
Soviet troops equipped with battlefield atomic weapons. Orders issued by
the President and his immediate lieutenants were not always carried out and
control over the Soviet nuclear arsenal on Cuba depended upon the loyalty of
the local commander.5 Instead of a model for crisis management more
recent scholarship, for example, Richard Ned Lebow’s, has emphasised
both Kennedy’s and Krushchev’s willingness to learn and adapt as the
crisis proceeded. Fortunately there was time for this to occur and it was
helped by information each received during the crisis and by their mutual
correspondence.

What did the US learn from the crisis and what came after? Both the US and
the Soviet Union were deeply disturbed by the crisis. Both sides had seriously
miscalculated the other’s intentions and as a result had stared into the nuclear
abyss. The Americans had wrongly assumed that the Soviets would not deploy
missiles in Cuba, largely because they had underestimated Krushchev’s com-
mitment to defending Cuba and to shoring up the Soviet Union’s strategic
vulnerability. The Soviet leader for his part proceeded to deploy without
seriously assessing either the likelihood of discovery prior to the missiles
becoming operational or how robust the US response might be.6 But in the end
both sides realised that the overriding imperative had to be the avoidance of
nuclear war: an imperative that was made palpable and vivid by the crisis.
Several developments followed rapidly in its wake. A hot-line between the
White House and the Kremlin was installed. Emphasis was placed on stabilis-
ing the superpower nuclear relationship and avoiding head-to-head confron-
tation. Soon progress was forthcoming from arms talks. In 1963 the Partial
Test Ban Treaty was signed and, despite Vietnam, the two superpowers moved
gradually towards détente and SALT.

US relations with Cuba remained hostile. The economic embargo still
continued and was given added bite by the Helms-Burton Act in 1995.
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Periodically problems flared up over refugees and Soviet military activities
during both the Nixon and Carter years. In 1979 the ‘discovery’ of a Soviet
brigade on Cuba was made much of in the media and caused a veritable
political storm until the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan stole the limelight.
The issue finally faded away once it was revealed that the Kennedy administra-
tion had in fact sanctioned such troop levels on Cuba. For America, Cuba
continued to be symbolically important as an outpost of communism and as a
breeding ground for subversion in the Western Hemisphere. Its allies thought
that this was much exaggerated while the Cold War was still being waged: why,
after its end, America should continue with such hostility, they found even
more difficult to understand.

Kennedy’s Alliance for Progress and Reagan’s Caribbean Basin
Initiative

Presidents Kennedy and Reagan came from different political parties – Demo-
crat and Republican respectively – but they were both fiercely and pro-actively
anti-communist and saw advantages in developing economic initiatives in
Latin America and the Caribbean to strengthen containment. In each case
much was made of economic development, but if evaluated on this criterion
both programmes were failures. However, from the perspectives of contain-
ment and the promotion of American corporate interests they were qualified
successes, albeit at the cost of many lives and much misery in those countries
that the US purported to be helping.

The years 1958, 1959 and 1961 were symbolically important for the US. In
1958, US Vice-President Richard Nixon was spat upon in Caracas. In 1959
Castro took over in Cuba. And in January 1961 Nikita Krushchev, buoyed up
with recent communist technological and economic successes and the upsurge
of radical activity in the Third World, announced belligerently that the Soviet
Union would support the rising tide of liberation movements. A gauntlet had
been thrown down, this time not for a direct duel between the First and
Second Worlds, but for one fought indirectly for the hearts and minds of the
Third World. If this duel were to be won by the US, it had to be won first and
foremost in the backyard where instability threatened to provide oppor-
tunities for communist progress and where the containment line had already
been breached by Castro’s success on Cuba. The new strategy for the Western
Hemisphere called for more subtlety than the overt interventionism in
Guatemala and at the Bay of Pigs. Hearts and minds in Latin America would
hardly be won over by such arrogant use of power. Such subtlety was
embodied in the Alliance for Progress. President Kennedy proposed this
scheme on 13 March 1961 and Latin America signed up for it later that year on
17 August at Punta del Este. The plan was for the US government to provide
half of a projected total of $20 billion of foreign aid over ten years with
private capital also coming from US corporations and a further $80 billion of
investment being generated by Latin American states themselves. The stated
goals were prosperity, an annual growth of 2.5% in per capita income, land
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reform and more stable and more democratic government: the unstated and
paramount goal however remained security through containment.

Presidents Kennedy and Johnson both ideally wanted peaceful democratic
reform and economic prosperity in Latin America, but they had only marginal
success. The problem was that US government and corporate interests in the
end always sided with the status quo in preference to even mildly reformist
movements, which they feared might consort with the communists, or be
irresolute in containing them. The US was caught on the horns of a dilemma:
it disapproved of oppressive right-wing regimes in the region, but preferred
them to communism and so for the sake of a ‘greater good’ supported them in
the vain hope that one day they would reform themselves. After Castro’s
victory, the Americans had living vindication of their fears: Marxism had
broken through the hemispheric perimeter. However, much of this was a self-
fulfilling prophesy: in supporting oppressive regimes for fear of communism,
the US perpetuated conditions that were not conducive to economic reform or
attractive for new US and foreign investment and all this made it more difficult
for indigenous reform movements to progress. Non-communist opposition
groups saw US aid come in and no reforms take place, so they looked else-
where for outside help and found it in the Soviet Bloc. The disaffected thus
came to hate the US and to associate with communism. This action–reaction
syndrome nurtured conditions for the spread of the very thing that the US was
trying to eliminate. And US corporations complicated all of this because they
feared that radical changes in Latin America might reduce the value of their
vested interests.

The Alliance for Progress failed in its stated aims of achieving social, eco-
nomic and political reform. It gave some impetus to Latin American economic
growth, but wealth accumulated among the elite, not the people. Land reform
remained a major problem and, despite repeated American calls for reform, in
practice US policy often aided and abetted the status quo. Thus in 1962, when
Honduras attempted land reform, it fell foul of the Hickenlooper Amendment
to the 1962 US Foreign Assistance Act, which stipulated that US assistance
would be suspended to any state that nationalised American property without
appropriate compensation, or taxed US property excessively. As in Guatemala
in 1954, the UFC was the problem. Honduras had nationalised some of its
land and in the view of both the company and the US government the com-
pensation provisions were inadequate. Threatened by the prospect of the
Hickenlooper Amendment being invoked, Honduras backed away from
reform. On other occasions, even when nationalisation went ahead, US cor-
porations often benefited more than their host state. For example, when the
Brazilian government nationalised a subsidiary of ITT Industries Inc., the
company was awarded inflated compensation, for which the Brazilian gov-
ernment was later reimbursed by the US with Alliance for Progress funds.
Some saw this as a type of US government subsidy for US corporations.

The Alliance for Progress was well meaning towards Latin America, but
primarily it strengthened and enriched the forces of oppression and US
corporations, promoted US exports and opened some new avenues for
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US investors. As the decade advanced, according to Harry Magdoff’s classic
study The Age of Imperialism, more money left Latin America in debt repay-
ments and repatriated profits than entered. To people like Raul Prebisch, the
founder of dependency theory, this came as no surprise. Since the late 1950s he
had identified the conditions that perpetuated poverty – exporting cheap food
and materials and importing expensive manufactured goods – and advocated
import substitution with development of indigenous manufacturing industries
as a route to prosperity. Unfortunately, achieving this was easier said than
done. Capital accumulation for investment was difficult when profits from
exports often went into the pockets of foreign corporations such as the UFC
in Guatemala and Exxon in Venezuela, and foreign sources of capital were
either expensive and led to the debt and repayment flow problems identified by
Magdoff, or else were geared to promoting US manufactured goods, which
inhibited the growth of domestic industrial production. The lack of political
stability and a notion of distributive justice, which would foster large con-
sumer markets, were other major obstacles. The Alliance for Progress made
little impact on these problems, did not achieve its stated aims, and Washing-
ton’s interest in them gradually dwindled as the 1960s progressed and foreign
policy energy was increasingly monopolised by Vietnam. Aid through the
Alliance for Progress had also taken on a more military aspect as time went by
and by 1970 there were more military regimes in Latin America than in 1960.
In 1973 the OAS disbanded the permanent committee that it had set up to
implement the Alliance for Progress and the initiative was at an end.

Nearly a decade was to go by before the US would turn once again to a
major economic initiative to strengthen containment. In the early 1980s in
Central America and the Caribbean, no less than elsewhere, the Reagan
administration vigorously committed itself to opposing communism and left-
wing subversion. The result was a complex strategy that involved direct inter-
vention as in Grenada, covert intervention as in Nicaragua, and economic and
military assistance to a broad swathe of right-wing and reactionary regimes. In
the forefront of economic assistance was the Caribbean Basin Initiative,
announced by President Reagan in 1982. It was formulated in the 1983 Carib-
bean Basin Economic Recovery Act and came into effect on 1 January 1984.
Like the Alliance for Progress it was prompted by a desire to strengthen con-
tainment and respond to the challenges posed by leftist movements, this time
in countries such as Nicaragua, El Salvador and Grenada, as well as Cuba.
Also like the Alliance for Progress, while the initiative offered preferential
economic treatment and promised more aid, the concessions were hedged with
qualifications and the aid for economic as opposed to military purposes made
little impact. The US would not extend help to states it deemed to be commun-
ist or to those that had expropriated US property. Furthermore, key commod-
ities were excluded from the agreement and others were added to the exclusion
list later on the insistence of US economic interests and their spokespeople in
the Congress. From a purely economic point of view the initiative had little
impact on relieving poverty and promoting economic development, though
US corporations and consumers again tended to reap benefits. The attention
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of the US government once again switched back to more traditional ways of
dealing with communists and subversives, and it was not until the 1990s that
the US reconsidered the implications of Central American and Caribbean
poverty and instability. Even then it was not until the administration of
George W. Bush that anything really concrete was achieved.

While the stated goals of both the Alliance for Progress and the Caribbean
Basin Initiative remained unconsummated, the unstated goal of security
through containment and the promotion of US interests (including those of
corporate America) had been nurtured. But this was not enough to satisfy
American ambitions. Cuba remained under Castro’s control, despite the
abortive Bay of Pigs invasion and the Missile Crisis. Meanwhile, the romantic
features and revolutionary adventures in Latin America of his lieutenant, Che
Guevara, created an icon for disaffected youth throughout the world. If the
Soviets could get one client state, they could still get more and that had to be
prevented for economic, strategic (especially after the Missile Crisis) and polit-
ical reasons. Aid continued under both Kennedy’s successor Lyndon Johnson
through the Alliance for Progress and during Reagan’s second term of office
under the auspices of the Caribbean Basin Initiative, but such strategies
were demoted in importance. The implacable resolve to oppose communism
wherever and in whatever guise it might take in the Western Hemisphere would
have to be implemented by other more robust means, and once again that
came to mean intervention as and when necessary for both Johnson and
Reagan.

As and when necessary

The American invasions of the Dominican Republic in 1965 and of Grenada
in 1983 have similarities that resonate with echoes from Guatemala in 1954. In
the Dominican Republic, repression by the military government of Donald
Reid Cabral, who was backed by the US, caused instability. Part of the oppos-
ition was branded as communist, though it was not a particularly strong
faction. In Grenada, the situation became unstable as the pro-Cuba radical
Michael Bishop was assassinated in 1983 and replaced by the even more rad-
ical Bernard Coard. There were ties between Grenada, Cuba and the Soviet
Union, and Cubans were busy building a large runway that the CIA alleged
could be used for refuelling Soviet planes. The US had justifiable fears about
threats to the Panama Canal and the strategic sea-lanes in the Gulf of Mexico.
In both the Dominican Republic and Grenada cases, the US made much of
the danger of communism and the threat to the lives of US citizens. It was this
latter point that was used as the pretext for the respective invasions. A semb-
lance of peace was created in the Dominican Republic, though political
repression continued. In Grenada there were elections and a new, less radical,
government took over.

The stories of Chile in 1970–73 and Nicaragua in 1985–86 also have much
in common, but this time covert operations by the CIA and the staff of the
NSC provide the common thread. In Chile, the US used money to encourage
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political opposition and its influence to undermine the economy. The aim was
to sabotage the government of the freely elected, pro-Marxist President
Allende. These policies went on for three years. Then, in 1973, independently
of the CIA, but clearly taking advantage of the instability engineered by it,
General Augusto Pinochet mounted a successful military coup that brought a
reign of oppression and terror to what had previously been one of the most
peaceful and progressive of Latin American countries.

The Nicaraguan problem was more visible and more difficult. Nicaragua
had a bleak history of dictatorship and impoverishment at the hands of the
US-supported Somoza dynasty. A famous, but probably apocryphal, quote
attributed to President Franklin Roosevelt referred to President Anastasio
Somoza as ‘a son-of-bitch, but he’s our son-of-a-bitch’. In 1979 the Sandinista
rebels overthrew the dynasty and a junta was set up to rule by decree with
Daniel Ortega always playing an important role and eventually becoming
President in 1985. The new government did take money and arms from the
Soviets, had connections with Cuba, supported the left-wing guerrillas in El
Salvador and suppressed human rights at home, but it also tried to address
the problems of poverty and land ownership and was generally a less brutal
and autocratic regime than that of Somoza. Nevertheless, in Washington
everything was viewed through an anti-communist lens and Reagan swiftly
suspended US aid to the country and National Security Decision Directive 17
(23 November 1981) authorised the CIA to spend $19 million on military aid
to support the Contra Rebels, right-wing opponents of the Sandinistas. Curi-
ously, Reagan, who had a natural ability to empathise with and move with the
pulse of the American public on so many things, stubbornly remained wedded
to his policy of destabilising the Nicaraguan government even after public
opinion came out strongly against it, and after Congress prohibited further aid
to the Contras in the Boland Amendments of 1982 and 1984. Despite all this,
the campaign continued. The CIA and members of the NSC made arms sales
to Iran both to help free hostages held by Middle East terrorists and to provide
money for the Contras. This was contrary to the explicit wishes of the US
Congress. The mission to keep the Western Hemisphere clean of commu-
nism had taken on the appearance of a holy war that went beyond formal
policy-making and which broke the bounds of constitutional constraints.
Intervention as and when necessary was construed so broadly that it got out of
proportion to the threat and became a corruptive force within the US that
many saw as a greater danger than the cancer of communism in the Western
Hemisphere it was designed to eradicate. In 1986, before the Iran–Contra
scandal broke, the administration managed to push another military aid pack-
age worth $100 million for the Contras through the Congress and so the proxy
war continued. Later estimates suggested that well over 25,000 Nicaraguans
lost their lives. In El Salvador where the support was given to an ever increas-
ingly right-wing series of governments in their fight against left-wing
guerrillas, the death toll was nearly three times that figure.

American pursuit of containment in the Western Hemisphere began to be
discredited, not only by liberals in the US, but by conservatives as well. When
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it was revealed that Colonel North and others had deliberately flouted the
strictures of the Congress and continued to funnel aid to the Contras anxiety
and dismay grew even more. At home the government was seen to have cor-
rupted constitutional checks and balances in order to pursue a policy the
American people and the Congress did not support. Abroad in Nicaragua and
El Salvador, America supported insurgents in one and government oppressors
in the other and appeared to be oblivious to the ethical and political nuances
involved. There was no quarter given. There was no willingness to see the
shades between black and white. Moderates in Nicaragua and El Salvador
went unheard and unsupported. Ironically in 1990, Daniel Ortega and
the Sandidnistas, who the Americans had demonised as communists, anti-
democratic extremists and authoritarian destroyers of human rights, stood
down peacefully after losing the 25 February elections.

Conclusion

The US has not just been motivated by a drive for hegemonic dominance in
the Western Hemisphere by socialising it into liberal democratic politics and
the free market and cleansing it of communism by following the pattern of
interventionism established by the successful coup in Guatemala, or by exercis-
ing more covert forms of power. During the early Carter administration pro-
moting human rights, even at a temporary cost to US influence, was an
important feature of policy. In 1978, despite fearsome opposition, the Presi-
dent pushed the Panama Treaties through the Senate: they gradually ceded the
Canal and the Zone back to Panama. From one perspective this was a highly
moral self-denying ordinance, from another a realistic adjustment to changing
political and strategic realities: both seem somewhat at odds with the idea of
hegemonic leadership. In 1982, the Reagan administration was unable to bring
Argentina to heel and provoked considerable opposition in Latin America by
siding with Britain and against the anti-communist military junta in Buenos
Aires in the Falklands War.

Even when the US pursued policies designed specifically to maintain its
hemispheric leadership, it did not always prevail. Economic influence and
socialisation into US norms failed in Guatemala, Cuba, the Dominican
Republic, Chile, Grenada and Nicaragua. Instead, the US had to resort to
covert or outright military intervention. Ironically, the support of authoritar-
ian right-wing dictators because of the overriding priority of security and the
containment of communism encouraged the continuation of conditions that
were uncongenial to the development of the economic model the US wished to
cultivate in the Western Hemisphere. Hegemonic success again seems highly
qualified. Moreover, even when force was deployed, it was not always success-
ful, as Cuba still amply demonstrates. Thus, hegemony is a notion that needs
to be used carefully. In US experience in the Western Hemisphere, it would
appear that in the pursuit of hegemonic control, the means came to undermine
the very values and institutions that hegemonic leadership was intended to
preserve for the system. Those means pushed indigenous reform movements
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to the left as they tried to oust authoritarian right-wing dictators and vested
economic interests. Even when the US provided substantial aid it was often
misused and fell into the hands of existing elites and US corporations. When
the democratic process threatened or actually acted to reign-in US anti-
communist strategies it sometimes pushed them into covert channels, and in
the Iran–Contra affair to the extent of clear illegality. Such thoughts need to
be kept in mind when considering post-Cold War US policy developments
intended to deal with the threats of terrorism and WMDs.
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7 The US and Asia, 1945–89

Asia, where the arrogance of power began and, at least temporarily, ended. In
August 1945 President Truman authorised a form of indiscriminate bombing
which slaughtered 400,000 Japanese civilians in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The
world awakened to the new atomic order and at its head was the US, economic
powerhouse and sole possessor of the atom bomb. Thirty years later President
Nixon oversaw the conclusion of the most humbling defeat in modern Ameri-
can history as a Third World state forced the self-proclaimed champion of the
Free World to sue for peace. The lives of 55,000 service personnel, $150 billion
and 10 million tons of bombs had been squandered in a futile attempt to win a
limited war in Vietnam that, for the North Vietnamese, could have no limits.
Massive US military strength was insufficient to win this type of conflict, and
the impact of the war on America, commonly referred to as the Vietnam
Syndrome, was of greater significance for its foreign and domestic policy than
any other Cold War experience. An anti-war movement swept through Ameri-
can society and sparked a period of congressional reassertion that challenged
the Imperial Presidency and hampered American leadership of the Western
Alliance until the Reagan revival in the 1980s.

Close behind Vietnam in significance were the questions asked of US pol-
icy-makers by China, Korea and Japan. The loss of China in 1949 revolution-
ised the geostrategic topography of the Cold War and sent shockwaves that
undermined the Truman administration and reverberated around American
society in the form of the McCarthy witch-hunts. It also prompted one of the
most bizarre episodes in US history as successive administrations refused to
recognise the PRC and insisted instead that nationalists, driven on to the
island of Taiwan, represented the true and only China. Then there was the
Korean War.1 This gave the stamp of legitimacy to NSC-68’s globalisation of
containment and defined the contours of American foreign policy for the next
20 years. Finally, there was Japan, perhaps the bitterest American enemy dur-
ing the Second World War. Here, US fear of communism overcame sentiment
and policy-makers helped reconstruct Japan into their foremost Cold War ally
in Asia and, ironically, their fiercest economic rival.



The ‘loss’ of China

In April 1947 a paper by the US Joint Chiefs of Staff ranked Japan, China and
Korea as 13th, 14th and 15th respectively in a hierarchy of strategically signifi-
cant states. The top seven were all in Europe and it was these that were the
focus of American attention. However, while the US struggled with the Soviets
in Eastern Europe and over Berlin, the Asian position developed in a way that
would plague US policy-makers for most of the 1950s and 1960s.

The first major development came in China. Americans have a long history
of interest in China, stemming back through early Christian missions, Hay’s
Open Door Notes and the 1844 Treaty of Wangxia that accorded the US trade
and extraterritorial rights. However, for much of the early twentieth century
China was torn by civil war, particularly after the death of Sun Yat Sen. On
one side were the dominant nationalists, known as the Kuomintang (KMT),
who were headed by Chiang Kai-shek. On the other were the communists
(CCP), led by Mao Tse-tung. The Americans favoured Chiang for reasons of
ideology and because he led China’s fight against Japan in the 1930s. As the
Second World War approached, the US thus looked to Chiang as both an ally
in the Far East against Japan and as the man to bring China, its market and its
raw materials into the capitalist community. Indeed, Roosevelt’s post-war
vision saw China as one of four world policemen, along with the USSR,
Britain and the US (later expanded to five with the inclusion of France).

With these things in mind the Americans spent vast amounts of money
propping up Chiang, who repaid them by using his best forces against Mao
rather than the Japanese. Mao’s forces, though, fought both Chiang and the
Japanese. Consequently, they captured the nationalist petard and combined it
with communist ideology to make sweeping gains throughout the Chinese
countryside. As the war ended, General Marshall was charged with the impos-
sible task of brokering a ceasefire between the KMT and CCP. He failed, not
least because the US continued to aid Chiang, and China collapsed into bitter
civil war.

When Mao forced the KMT to flee to the offshore island of Taiwan in 1949,
the Americans had lost China. For some time there had been a certain inevit-
ability about the communist triumph and, without making an unthinkably
large military commitment, there was little the US could have done to salvage
Chiang’s position on the mainland. A lengthy apologetic in the guise of
Truman’s 1949 China White Paper sought in vain to explain this to an enraged
American public. Mao’s victory had enormous implications for American
domestic and foreign policy. Coming as it did in the same year as the Soviet
atomic bomb and revelations about espionage in the wartime Manhattan
nuclear research project, the loss of China led to an orgy of American recrim-
inations. These were nowhere more vitriolic and influential than in the
McCarthy communist witch-hunts, which sought to explain US setbacks as
the work of spies and traitors. It was a grandiose conspiracy theory which
never stood up to critical analysis, but which appealed, nevertheless, with
such force that it wreaked havoc upon both the Truman administration and,
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ironically, American civil liberties. The State Department was wastefully
purged of its China specialists, and government officials, military personnel
and defence contractors all had to take loyalty oaths. After these were
extended to their families, over 20 million American citizens had been
subjected to investigative procedures.2

In foreign affairs, McCarthyism helped to tie the hands of American policy-
makers. Containment became an intolerant and blinkered strategy which, in
the name of democracy and freedom, imprisoned American society for two
decades and helped to divide the world with an unforgiving simplicity. It also
fathered ill-considered policies. For example, the Americans knew that
throughout the Second World War, Stalin had been unsympathetic to Mao
and had actually sent aid to the Kuomintang, knowing full well that Chiang
would use it against the communists. They knew, too, that after the war the
Soviets had looted Manchuria and created enormous resentment among the
Chinese. Furthermore, US allies, notably Britain, told the Truman adminis-
tration not to regard China and the USSR as inevitable partners. Yet, Ameri-
can policy-makers either remained blind to, or were precluded by American
public opinion from exploiting, the differences between Stalin and Mao.
Instead, General Marshall and Secretary of State Dean Acheson testified
before the Senate that they would never recognise the existence of Red China.
This led to a bizarre situation in which the US continued to regard Chiang’s
corrupt and vanquished regime on Taiwan as the Government of China and to
deny the PRC a seat in the UN. Moreover, there can be no doubt that when
Mao concluded a treaty of mutual assistance with Stalin in February 1950,
America’s short-sighted and doctrinaire policy had helped to push him closer
to the Soviets.

The US further antagonised Mao in 1954, when it locked itself to the
Nationalist regime by blocking the PRC’s attempts to liberate Taiwan and its
tiny offshore islands of Quemoy and Matsu. Eisenhower reaffirmed US com-
mitment to Chiang and in January 1955 he secured the Taiwan Straits Reso-
lution from Congress, which was effectively a blank cheque to use military
force against the PRC, including tactical nuclear weapons. It took over 20
years for the Americans to realise the error of this approach. In the meantime,
they unloaded upon the rest of Asia their collective anguish at the loss of
China.

Korea and growing problems in Indochina

Hard on the heels of the loss of both China and the US atomic monopoly
came Korea and Indochina. The Korean War, among other things, enabled
the Truman administration to get NSC-68 passed by a Congress hitherto
unenthusiastic about increasing US commitments overseas. It was also a
conflict that had been waiting to happen. During the Second World War
America and the Soviet Union decided that, after Korea had been liberated
from the Japanese, it should be temporarily divided between them during a
transition phase to full independence. However, with the Soviets north and the
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Americans south of the 38th parallel, the onset of the Cold War portended
grave possibilities. Both sides withdrew their troops but began to build up their
clients. The Soviets sent military aid and advisers to develop North Korean
forces, led by Kim Il Sung. The Americans, with some reservations, propped
up Syngman Rhee in South Korea. He was an unpopular, petty dictator, who
made only minimal genuflection to democratic principles and was an em-
barrassment to the US. Nevertheless, when North Korea launched a surprise
attack on 25 June 1950 the US rushed to his aid, despite the fact that in
January 1950, Acheson had explicitly excluded Taiwan and Korea from the US
defence perimeter in Asia.

Opinion has divided about the reasons for Kim Il Sung’s action. Was he
Stalin’s puppet or an ardent Korean nationalist? Did Rhee provoke him in the
hope that war would bring Western salvation for his crumbling regime? Or
was, as recent evidence suggests, Kim Il Sung given the green light by Stalin?3

Even more important, why did the US react with such speed and force? It has
been suggested that the Americans feared that a communist-controlled South
Korea might incline Japan to neutralism, which would deprive them of their
strongest position in Asia and their closest air bases to eastern USSR. Also, if
Japan were to be developed as a counterweight to China, it needed markets
and raw materials in Asia.

US troops had occupied Japan since September 1945. General MacArthur,
the Supreme Allied Commander, had overseen an Americanisation of the
Japanese political system which included a strong emphasis on the free market,
representative government, civil liberties and decentralised power. Once the
Cold War began, the US looked to a liberated Japan as a key partner and,
from the 1948 Dodge mission onwards, it encouraged Japan’s economic
recovery. When the Korean War broke out, Truman expedited a peace treaty
with Japan. Signed in September 1951, the San Francisco agreement saw the
Americans successfully exclude Soviet participation. They also traded repar-
ation claims against Japan from a host of countries in return for the Japanese
alliance against communism and the grant of American military bases in
Japanese territory, most notably on Okinawa. Rather like the German solution
in Europe, the Americans encouraged Japanese rearmament and industrialis-
ation to create a zone of stability for the Western world. Although the Japanese
never rearmed to the extent that the US desired, the US had secured the Asian
ally it desperately needed. In 1956 Japan joined the UN and by 1965 its
economic miracle had produced the first of its many international balance of
payments surpluses.

However, important though Japan was, it is unlikely that it was the fear of a
communist South Korea inspiring Japanese neutrality that triggered the US
conduct of the Korean War. A much more compelling explanation is that
Korea was the war that Truman needed to calm domestic critics, demonstrate
US resolve in the face of communist aggression, and to forge ahead with his
globalisation of containment. Korea seemed so opportune from this perspec-
tive that some scholars have suggested that US diplomacy invited the North
Korean attack.4 This is a matter of debate, but it is certain that, with Mao
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preparing to move once more against Chiang, McCarthyism in full spate and
an uncooperative Congress concerned about defence expenditure, Truman
desperately needed to sell NSC-68 to America. North Korean aggression gave
him that opportunity. Furthermore, the Korean conflict was used to push
through the remilitarisation of West Germany and a build-up of US forces in
Europe. Kim Il Sung was portrayed as Stalin’s crony and Mao’s simultaneous
build-up against Taiwan seemingly confirmed US assumptions about both the
Sino-Soviet alliance and the unity of international communism.

Capitalising upon the Soviet boycott of the Security Council, on account of
the US refusal to allow the PRC to take the China seat at the UN, Truman
secured the moral high ground by obtaining a 9–0 condemnation of the North
Korean offensive. US countermeasures were put swiftly into place. On 26 June
1950, the Truman Doctrine was formally extended to Asia, the Seventh Fleet
was used subsequently as an interdiction force to counter Mao’s challenge to
Taiwan, and military aid was extended to the French, who had engaged Ho
Chi Minh’s communists in Indochina.

As for the Korean conflict itself, much was risked for little direct reward.
The US committed its own troops to save Rhee as his corrupt and deeply
unpopular regime failed to stem the North Korean onslaught. Under the lead
of MacArthur, United Nations troops, predominantly American and South
Korean, outmanoeuvred the communists with the Inchon amphibious land-
ings and drove the communists back. Then, instead of stopping at the declared
objective of restoring the 38th parallel, Truman authorised the military liber-
ation of Korea. This was a high-risk strategy based on the calculation that
neither the USSR nor China would intervene. The Americans were wrong.
After the US ignored repeated Chinese warnings communicated via India, on
25 October China dispatched thousands of ‘volunteers’, in effect fully
equipped regular troops, to repel MacArthur’s push towards its border. It was
a highly effective Chinese campaign and, with their point made, they withdrew
and agreed to attend a UN meeting to resolve the crisis.

However, General MacArthur launched a counter-offensive timed specific-
ally to coincide with the Chinese mission to the UN. China and America’s
European allies were enraged. More importantly, Chinese forces intervened
once more and drove MacArthur back far beyond the 38th parallel. Only after
alarming bluster about atomic weapons, which sent Britain’s Prime Minister
Attlee scurrying to Washington to urge moderation, did MacArthur return in
March 1951 to where he had started – the 38th parallel. Then, when he crossed
it once more, Truman hastened to dismiss him. General Ridgway,
MacArthur’s successor, subsequently held the line for over two further years
of fighting, including the legendary battles of Heartbreak Ridge and Pork
Chop Hill, while the politicians wrangled over terms for an expedient peace.
Truman had all that he wanted, other than the objectives articulated by
the unrealistic ‘roll-back’ rhetoric of NSC-68. He had put to rest Western
fears of appeasement, held the line in Asia, and won over Congress for a
policy of global containment. In July 1953, his successor, Eisenhower, finally
concluded an armistice that de facto brought the war to an end with the
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boundaries between North and South Korea little different to those before it
had started.

Vietnam: the arrogance of power challenged

As Korea wound down so another, even more important, issue in Asia began
to gather momentum. When the French, with US support, reoccupied Viet-
nam after the Second World War, the Viet Minh went into active resistance.
Ho Chi Minh, their leader, was an ardent nationalist and told the US of his
desire for Vietnamese independence, democracy and land reform. The Cold
War prevented a sympathetic American response. There was too great a risk
that Ho Chi Minh was influenced overly by communism and, in any case,
French support was much more important to Cold War containment. Thus,
the US gave France financial and military aid. By 1954, it covered all French
costs in Vietnam, which amounted to almost $800 million. This was still insuf-
ficient, however, either to secure the French position in Vietnam or to buy its
approval of the European Defence Community (see Chapter 5).

In 1954 the Viet Minh commander, General Giap, defeated French forces at
Dien Bien Phu and broke the French will to continue. The subsequent Geneva
Accords partitioned Vietnam along the 17th parallel between communist and
Western elements. Laos and Cambodia were to be neutral and Vietnam’s
fate was to be determined by a national election in 1956. The American
problem was that Ho Chi Minh was liable to secure up to 80% of the vote.
Consequently, the US not only refused to sign the Geneva Accords but also
flouted them by giving military support to the leader of South Vietnam, Ngo
Dinh Diem. Furthermore, the US turned a blind eye to his persecution of
opposition elements and sanctioned his indefinite postponement of elections.
By 1958, the US looked set for a long-haul Cold War campaign. It cham-
pioned an unpopular dictator against both national aspirations and the will
of the international community. It also paid most of Diem’s military costs,
heavily subsidised his economy, and stood in clear contravention of Geneva as
it established a US Military Mission of over 1,000 troops in South Vietnam.
Yet Diem still seemed to be losing, and the US faced a difficult choice of what
to do next.

When J.F. Kennedy inherited Vietnam from Eisenhower, the US commit-
ment was still relatively small and limited strictly to economic and technical
assistance. There was every possibility that Kennedy could have used the
change of presidency to pull the US out of Vietnam in much the same way that
Eisenhower had done in Korea. Key European allies thought this worth con-
sidering. French experience in Indochina unsurprisingly led Charles de Gaulle
to advise Kennedy against becoming sucked deeper into Vietnam. Harold
Macmillan, too, was concerned about this prospect, although British words of
caution were tempered by unwillingness to risk improvements in the special
relationship and qualified by the hope that a strong US stance in Vietnam
might complement and reinforce Britain’s own substantial commitment to
Malaysia in its struggle against Indonesia.5
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Kennedy was not inclined to heed Old World caution. He had come to office
promising a bold new foreign policy and, as the first Democrat president since
Truman, he was vulnerable to charges of being soft on communism. Besides,
he regarded Vietnam as being pivotal to the interests of the free world in
South-east Asia. It had little intrinsic value but was vitally important in the
interrelated context of the domino theory and of US assumptions about its
vested interest in the world economic system. If communism triumphed in
Vietnam, then Burma, Thailand, India, Japan, the Philippines, Cambodia and
Laos would all be threatened. This would devastate the interests of the free
world because it needed Asian markets and friendship, especially Japan’s,
where, from the 1949 Dodge Plan onwards, the US had assumed that
reindustrialisation would work only if it had suitable markets and access to
cheap raw materials in the Asian rimlands. Moreover, the US faced a series of
adverse international events, notably the 1956 Suez Crisis and the failed Hun-
garian uprising that year, the Soviet launch of Sputnik in 1957, the weakened
state of the US economy, and the double setbacks in 1961 of the failed inter-
vention in Cuba and the building of the Berlin Wall. US credibility seemed in
question. This was particularly acute when it came to showing resolve in the
fight against communism in non-Western countries because, as an East–West
nuclear balance began to emerge, there were much greater restrictions on
vigorous action directly between the superpowers. In short, the ideological
blinkers of containment, domestic political considerations and adverse
international events all combined to lead Kennedy on to a tragic misjudge-
ment. He assumed that US credibility depended upon victory in Vietnam and
mortgaged it accordingly.

Kennedy was keen to develop a flexible response initiative both to wage
containment in the Third World, which was the new focus of American efforts,
and to mitigate the problems created by Eisenhower’s big bomb approach. In
particular, he looked to combine nation-building with economic aid and the
development of a counter-insurgency force, the Green Berets, to combat guer-
rilla warfare. Vietnam was Kennedy’s testing ground. For two years Kennedy
persisted with Eisenhower’s choice of puppet in Saigon, Diem, and supplied
the South Vietnamese Army (ARVN) with increasing amounts of military
hardware and US advisers: 15,000 by 1963. However, as Diem’s unpopularity
grew, he became worse than an embarrassment to the US, and in November
1963 the CIA successfully encouraged ARVN generals to lead a military coup.
Diem was murdered and the Americanisation of the Vietnam War had begun.

Ironically, Kennedy did not live to see the full consequences of his actions.
Less than a month later he was also assassinated and it fell to Lyndon Johnson
to deal with a strengthened US commitment to, and a badly deteriorating
situation in, Vietnam. In many ways, Johnson was trapped by the actions of
his predecessor and by an American political system that was not yet ready
to abandon either the rigidities of anti-communism or the fallacies of the
arrogance of power. What Johnson did was logical and almost universally
supported: he escalated the conflict. In July 1964, UN Secretary-General U
Thant joined Moscow, Hanoi and Paris in calling for the US to attend an
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international conference in Geneva to discuss Vietnam. Johnson refused and
underlined American determination to stay in Vietnam by announcing a 30%
increase in US military advisers to South Vietnam. The following month,
Johnson used a minor skirmish between US warships and North Vietnamese
PT-boats to push through Congress the infamous Gulf of Tonkin Resolution.
By a vote of 416 to zero in the House of Representatives and 88 to two in the
Senate, Congress surrendered abjectly its constitutional duty to restrain the
Executive and bestowed upon Johnson a blank cheque to wage war upon Asia.
In February 1965, he launched an intensive bombing campaign against North
Vietnam, Operation Rolling Thunder, and when it became clear that the Air
Force could not, after all, bomb Hanoi into submission, escalated the land
battle dramatically. On 28 July 1965, he approved sending 100,000 US ground
troops to Vietnam and by 1968 the US had committed half a million men to
fight for a tiny country of no intrinsic strategic value.

Johnson withdrew from the 1968 presidential race amid growing domestic
turmoil as the anti-war movement became stronger, the Cold War consensus
began to disintegrate, and the US economy faltered. Worst of all, the Tet
Offensive, which won the communists spectacular if short-lived physical gains,
brought Hanoi a psychological triumph that destroyed the American will to
win. His successor, the Republican Richard Nixon, was elected to extricate the
US from Vietnam with honour. It was an unenviable task. The US public
would not tolerate much more carnage. A $20 billion gap in its balance of
payments meant that the US economy imposed further limits on policy
options, and a guilt-ridden Congress was looking to redeem its credentials by
transferring blame for Vietnam to the Executive.

Nixon and his NSA, Henry Kissinger, set about a carefully crafted strategy
to deny North Vietnam foreign support, gradually reduce American commit-
ment to the South, and build a position from which to negotiate a peace. The
isolation of North Vietnam from its allies was pursued through developing
détente with the Soviets and opening relations with the PRC. To liberate room
for manoeuvre, Nixon abandoned the draft at home and introduced Vietnami-
sation abroad, which effectively substituted South Vietnamese for politically
sensitive American troops. On 8 June 1968, Nixon announced the first with-
drawal of 25,000 troops and by 1972 US forces were down to 70,000. Over the
same period South Vietnamese forces rose from 700,000 to over 1 million.
With the sting taken out of the protest movements, Nixon moved simul-
taneously to create the illusion of American ascendancy in Vietnam while
engaging Hanoi in peace negotiations in Paris. In April 1970, Nixon
announced that US forces had invaded Cambodia to cut off communist
supply lines, and for similar reasons the US provided air cover for an
ARVN invasion of Laos in February 1971. However, the Cambodian invasion
was an illegal act that provoked Congress to reassert itself. On 31 December
1970, it repealed the Gulf of Tonkin resolution and, when Nixon ignored this,
stated specifically that no future monies appropriated for military expenditure
could be used to widen the war. In 1973, Congress also passed the War Powers
Act.
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However, all of this was too late either to deter Nixon or redeem US cred-
ibility. On 23 January 1973, Nixon claimed peace with honour as a ceasefire
ended all US participation in the war. This was undoubtedly the best that
Nixon could have hoped for under the circumstances. The fact remained,
though, that despite dropping more bombs on Vietnam than Johnson and
making the ARNV technically the fourth-ranking military power in the world
by 1975, Nixon oversaw the first war that the US had lost in modern history.
The peace treaty was not worth the paper it was written on and Thieu, the
ultimate US choice to head South Vietnam after Ky and Diem, was quickly
embroiled in conflict once more. Congress refused President Ford’s request for
money to help him. In April 1975, Thieu fled the country, South Vietnam
surrendered unconditionally on 30 April, and Saigon was renamed Ho Chi
Minh City.6

Post-Vietnam US policy in Asia: trusted ally and the strategic
triangle

In July 1971, Nixon revealed new US thinking that had in part emerged from
the débâcle of Vietnam. In future, calculations of power had to be much more
sophisticated and based primarily upon economics, because this was the key to
all other forms of power. He and Kissinger also saw an advantageous systemic
shift from a bipolar to a multipolar configuration of power that would reduce
dangerous rigidities and facilitate greater opportunities for developing a
shared concept of a world order. Although there were many loci of power,
five were overwhelmingly important – America, the Soviet Union, Western
Europe, China and Japan. Asia thus remained the primary focus of US foreign
policy, even after Vietnam.

In January 1973, Kissinger embraced trilateralism, which identified the US,
Western Europe and Japan as the powerhouses of liberal capitalism. Japan
was now a key centre of world power and had to be given the same attention as
Western Europe. Although the US had presided over the birth of the new
Japan, this was a relationship in need of work because it did not automatically
follow that the Japanese would follow the American line. Indeed, neither
Nixon nor Kissinger had good relations with the Japanese. In 1971 they
inadvertently upset them, first by not telling them of a proposed visit by
Kissinger to Peking in July and then by imposing both an import surcharge
and a temporary ban on converting dollars into gold. In the aftermath of the
1973 oil crisis, Japan pursued a policy in contradiction of the American line.
And Carter had little success in securing Japanese cooperation when in 1978–
79 the US annual trade deficit totalled some $40 billion, of which $12 billion
was derived from the Japanese trade surplus. Corrective measures were
imperative and required Japan to help more in managing the global economy
and to relieve some US expenditure overseas by increasing its security
spending. On both counts the Japanese refused.

Nevertheless, the US managed to retain Japan as a vital geostrategic ally
and an increasingly important trading partner. In 1972, Okinawa reverted to
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Japanese sovereignty, but it was agreed that the enormous US base there
should remain. Likewise, the Japanese avoided confrontation with the US
when the latter drove down the value of the dollar which resulted in the 1986–
88 ‘high yen shock’. Furthermore, in the 1980s Japan agreed with the US
about its ‘third opening to the world’. This was symbolised by the Structural
Impediments Initiative designed to make Japanese markets more accessible to
American goods in order to redress their trade imbalance. All things con-
sidered Japan remained a trustworthy ally throughout the Cold War, even if its
growing economic power potentially rivalled that of the US.7

In stark contrast to the robust US friendship with Japan was its fragile
relationship with China. Mao’s alliance with the Soviet Union in 1950 had
been reluctant and by 1960 was over. The Soviets withdrew all technical and
economic advisers, refused to give Mao a nuclear capability, and withheld
support in the 1962 India–China border skirmish. China denounced the
USSR after Krushchev’s unilateral revision of communist orthodoxy in 1956
and laid claim thereafter to ideological pre-eminence in the socialist world. In
1958, China embarked upon the Great Leap Forward, a new economic policy
to harness its greatest natural resource – people power – and, by 1966, Mao
had become embroiled in both the Cultural Revolution and a bitter border
dispute with the Soviets. All of this, coupled with Chinese moderation con-
cerning Vietnam, finally revealed the error of the 1949 US treatment of com-
munism as a monolithic monster to be slain wherever it raised its head. New
opportunities were at hand and Nixon, faced with a reassertive Congress,
serious questions about US leadership of the global economy and a no-win
position in Vietnam, needed desperately to capitalise upon them.

Between 1969 and 1972, 32 countries recognised the PRC and in 1971 it was
finally admitted to both the UN and its Security Council. There was no point
resisting the inevitable and, even though it represented one of the most start-
ling U-turns in the history of US foreign policy, Nixon jumped aboard the
Chinese bandwagon. In February 1972, he made an historic visit to China.
Diplomatic contact was established, both countries renounced hegemonic
ambitions in East Asia and an agreement was reached to defer the divisive
issue of Taiwan. Nixon’s principal objective was to give the US sufficient
leverage amid the Sino-Soviet schism to force both to abandon support of
North Vietnam and allow the US to extricate itself with what credibility it had
left intact. There is little evidence to suggest that this ‘strategic triangle’
worked. Hanoi was never controlled by either China or the USSR and the
outside support it received was negligible compared to that which the US gave
to South Vietnam. Nevertheless, Nixon’s legacy was a new era of Sino-
American relations, which was formalised in January 1979 by President Carter
when he opened formal diplomatic relations.

After normalisation, relations developed at an unprecedented pace. In con-
trast, US–Soviet relations underwent a significant downturn when the Soviet
Union invaded Afghanistan in 1979, and this decline continued once Reagan
reinvigorated fears about Soviet military power. Consequently, strategic con-
siderations became paramount in America’s China policy. An agreement was
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struck to share intelligence information on the Soviet Union and Carter’s
Secretary of Defense, Harold Brown, made successful overtures about
defence cooperation. In September 1980, 20 licences were granted for US
exports of military support equipment, a blind eye was turned towards
Chinese engagement of Vietnamese forces in Cambodia, and in 1985 the
Peace Pearl programme was initiated to upgrade China’s new F-8 II inter-
ceptor. Once China had been granted MFN trading status, significant eco-
nomic and cultural exchanges also began to take place. In addition, both the
Carter and Reagan administrations were keen to cooperate with China on
arms sales, drug enforcement, environmental protection and nuclear non-
proliferation.

However, not everything in the 1980s augured well for future Sino-
American relations. The Reagan administration jeopardised the nuclear bal-
ance by announcing the SDI initiative, appropriating funds for the MX ICBM
and the B-1 bomber, and obtaining the agreement of key Western allies to
deploy Pershing II missiles. This downgraded the importance of the strategic
triangle and, coupled with Reagan’s Sinophobia, led the US to take greater
risks with Sino-US relations. For example, in 1982 Reagan sparked a major
diplomatic row when he sold F-15 E/F aircraft to Taiwan. Although China
was somewhat mollified in August, when America agreed gradually to reduce
such arms sales in return for Chinese acceptance of a peaceful settlement of
the PRC–Taiwan relationship, the issue was not resolved and simply trans-
ferred to the backburner. The Reagan administration also kept a very close
check on both US liberalisation of technology transfers to China and the
activities of COCOM members. Furthermore, the fact remained that China
was a communist country with a culture and principles that the US found
difficult to condone without compromising its self-pronounced moral
superiority and its own doctrines. At times this led to provocative US
behaviour such as in 1985 when Congress terminated funding to a UN agency
that supported China’s family planning programme.8

Conclusion

Asia witnessed the arrival of the American arrogance of power and sub-
sequently dispatched it for the rest of the Cold War with devastating repercus-
sions for US foreign policy and American society. Korea was as much, if not
more, about Truman’s battle at home and with his Western allies as it was with
communism. America’s intervention was initially unilateral and without prior
consultation with its allies. The fig leaf of legitimacy accorded their action by
the US-dominated UN Security Council scarcely disguised American ambi-
tions: Korea was a war both to justify and signal the arrival of global con-
tainment. It justified the consolidation of the US position in Japan, the role of
the seventh fleet as Chiang’s lifeline against Mao, and the rearming of West
Germany against the wishes of key US allies. It helped to formalise US pri-
macy in the Pacific when the ANZUS security pact was signed in 1951 with
Australia and New Zealand. It also brought about congressional approval of
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the remilitarisation that was required if NATO were to have sufficient muscle
to back its objectives.

Korea also sold NSC-68 to America and secured for the presidency awe-
some powers. Selective service was reintroduced, a $50 billion defence budget
was waved through Congress, six divisions were dispatched to Europe, massive
expansion of the armed forces took place, new bases were secured in countries
such as fascist Spain, and talks began to allow Greece and Turkey into NATO.
Moreover, patterns in American society and in its economy were changed
radically. Global containment gave a tremendous fillip to the economy
through the development of an enormous industrial–military complex and,
coupled with McCarthyism, helped to perpetuate the neglect of many
domestic problems, such as poverty and institutionalised racial discrimination.
Furthermore, Korea heralded the arrival of the Imperial Presidency. Truman
waged war without the sanction of Congress and accumulated massive powers
in the hands of the Executive.

For the next 20 years the American constitutional system was undermined
as the Imperial Presidency prosecuted global containment. That ended for a
while when Asia, in the form of Vietnam, restored the balance. American
intervention in Vietnam was consistent with containment and the escalation of
the conflict was frighteningly logical. American failure provoked an ‘agonising
reappraisal’ of a sort very different to that with which Dulles threatened
Europe during the EDC negotiations. The humbling of the world’s greatest
superpower by a tiny, backward, Asian country cost America its unquestioned
leadership of the Atlantic Alliance and leant succour to new Third World
challenges to the West. It also cost it bipartisan foreign policy support, the
Imperial Presidency and the unconditional support of the American people
for containment.

The Vietnam War Memorial stands in Washington DC as an austere, but
unspeakably moving, tribute to those who died for their country. They did not
win in the jungles of Asia, but they bequeathed important lessons that marked
a watershed in the Cold War. Congress, with the added spur of Watergate, was
provoked into doing what it was supposed to do: check the Executive. Vietnam
also brought home to the American people the hypocrisy of US foreign policy.
What sort of society could justify a military campaign, in a distant and
insignificant country, which involved such indiscriminate and ultimately rather
pointless violence? Finally, Vietnam demanded a rethinking of the blinding
simplicity of containment and of calculations of power based predominantly
on military might. As neither China nor the USSR controlled Vietnamese
communism, the war exploded myths about the solidarity of international
communism and wreaked havoc upon assumptions that vital US interests were
at stake everywhere. Likewise, newfound vulnerability, particularly when
Japan and Europe prospered while fears developed about US overstretch and
relative economic decline, challenged assumptions about the global economic
system.

After Vietnam, the US approach to Asia was markedly more circumspect,
be it during détente or Reagan’s reinvention of the Cold War. Containment
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remained the guiding principle, but it was far more nuanced as the US
assessed its priorities, tactics and responses more carefully. Communism
was engaged, first in the strategic triangle and later on a bilateral basis
with China. Economics became the overriding concern and relations
with Japan became ever more important, particularly as the US continued its
relative decline. Yet, even this modified approach had only limited success and,
as the Cold War ended, the US faced both old and new problems in Asia.
Japan’s security free-ride continued at American expense while its econ-
omic miracle ensured trading surpluses with the US. In addition, the reversion
of Okinawa to Japanese sovereignty did not remove it as a difficult issue in
American–Japanese relations. As for US–China policy, this remained even
more delicate. The Taiwan Relations Act of 1979 was an unsatisfactory
compromise between China hawks and doves, and the clause that allowed
continued arms sales to Taiwan had potential to flare up in the future.9 More-
over, China remained communist and resolved upon domestic policies that the
US found difficult to condone. Indeed, as the decade closed the Chinese
government sent troops into Tiananmen Square where they massacred pro-
democracy dissidents and embarked subsequently on a period of repression.
The 1990s promised little respite for US Asian strategists, even without Cold
War considerations.
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8 The US, Africa and the
Middle East, 1945–89

There could be no greater contrast between the treatment of two regions than
that accorded by the US to Africa and the Middle East. For instance, Israel
was designated as a developed state in 1963 and therefore beyond the need of
aid, but America gave it $2.6 billion in 1983 – twice the amount of aid given to
the whole of sub-Saharan Africa.1 US African policy was largely one of
benign neglect, except for South Africa, which raised political difficulties
because of apartheid. Similar problems arose with the white supremacist
regime of Ian Smith in Southern Rhodesia from 1965 to 1979. For much of
this period the US expected its West European allies to handle Africa, particu-
larly as the Soviets did not mount a serious challenge there until the 1970s. In
contrast, the Middle East was a theatre of fierce rivalry and high stakes. Policy
struggled to keep pace with American economic expansionism and to cope
successively with containment, fears of overextension and for oil supplies,
discordant allies, decolonisation, nationalism, Zionism and Islamic fund-
amentalism. It was the region in which the limits of both cohesion within the
Western Alliance and of US power were most evident. Furthermore, boundar-
ies between blocs were most insecure here and occasioned seven of the 20 US
nuclear alerts during the Cold War.

There were, however, some similarities between Africa and the Middle East.
The US was often found wanting in terms of power in both theatres and faced
difficulties in dealing with European retrenchment and different belief systems
and stages of economic development. Also, from the insider’s point of view,
non-Cold War issues dominated these regions: race and decolonisation in
Africa and religion and independence in the Middle East. How successful
were US policy-makers in dealing with these regions’ problems? What was the
guiding light of their policies? How did they try to project adequate power to
both regions? And what lasting effects did their policies have?

The US and Africa: discovering interests

The US had little traditional involvement in Africa and spent much time
during the Cold War trying to identify American interests there and how
to develop them. These exercises ebbed and flowed, largely in response to
each other and to Soviet pressure, decolonisation and, sometimes, indigenous



African politics. Six broad collections of American interests in Africa, which
received different emphases at different times, were: anti-colonialism, strategic
minerals, Africa’s place in the Western European security system, bases, prox-
ies and ‘signal-sending’. The first of these reflected the long-established idealist
tradition in American foreign policy of championing self-determination and
democratic transition and therefore inclined policy-makers to favour African
decolonisation. However, this disposition was tempered by consideration of
the other five groupings of interests, all of which favoured either the status quo
or only gradual transition to independence.

A redefinition of national security during and after the Second World War
stressed the centrality of strategic raw materials to developing and sustaining
modern conventional warfare and to manufacturing nuclear weapons.
Materials in demand included oil, titanium, chromium, cobalt, bauxite,
copper, iron ore, lead, manganese, phosphates, tin, uranium and zinc. Added
to this were precious materials such as gold and diamonds. In 1951, 73% of
America’s strategic materials were estimated to come from underdeveloped
regions. By 1960 the US imported, mainly from developing areas, 32% of its
iron ore, 46% of its copper, 60% of its zinc and 98% of its bauxite. Africa
assumed an increasingly significant part within this import pattern. In 1956
the US imported 25% of its iron ore requirements – much of it from Liberia –
and by 1977 Africa provided 38% of US crude petroleum imports. The
importance of African raw material sources was underlined during the oil
shocks of the 1970s and the second Shaba crisis in Zaire in 1978, which forced
the temporary closure of mines then producing the majority of internationally
traded cobalt.2 Passage by Congress of the Byrd Amendment in 1971 sent a
similar message. This partially lifted UN-mandated American economic sanc-
tions on Southern Rhodesia to enable the importation of Southern Rhodesian
chrome and 72 other strategic minerals.

Strategic minerals were closely entwined with wider US concerns for the
Western European security system. It was vital that Europe rearm and eco-
nomically rejuvenate in order to deter a conventional Soviet attack and resist
communist subversion. US policy-makers assumed that Europe’s African
colonies and former colonies would be a key part of their rehabilitation as
sources of raw materials, trade opportunities and manpower. The colonies
were also an important corollary to the Marshall Plan, especially in helping to
ameliorate the post-Second World War dollar gap. They would earn dollars
from US purchases of raw materials and by providing markets to compensate
for those lost in Eastern Europe, bring dollars into Western Europe. Further-
more, there was a tacit assumption that support for European efforts to main-
tain influence in Africa would encourage both stability there and commitment
to defending Europe. For instance, Washington seemingly accepted French
rule in Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia in order to strengthen French support
for containment in Europe.3 The European Community’s Lomé conventions
that aimed from the 1970s to assist African development were valuable
supplements to under-resourced American objectives in Africa.

The fourth consideration was Africa’s usefulness in providing military bases
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that protected lines of communication that traversed or ran close to the con-
tinent. The US cultivated Emperor Haile Selassie’s regime from the 1940s to
the 1970s because of Ethiopia’s strategic location and cooperation in a global
telecommunications surveillance network targeted at the USSR. It also sup-
ported successive authoritarian dictatorships in Liberia in return for a series
of military and intelligence assets. These included landing and refuelling
facilities for aircraft and ships, the ‘Omega’ navigation station (one of eight
globally that guided US ships and aircraft in the Atlantic Ocean) and two
communication relay stations that carried the vast majority of US diplomatic
and intelligence transmissions (including Voice of America) throughout sub-
Saharan Africa.4 The importance attached to African bases increased with the
end of détente, which ushered in the ‘Second Scramble for Africa’ and the
Second Cold War. In 1978 Sudanese President Numeiri afforded the US facil-
ities at Port Sudan to help patrol the Indian Ocean and in 1980 President
Carter acquired base rights in Kenya at Mombasa, Embakasi and Nanyuki
and in Somalia at Mogadishu and Berbera. Three years later Caspar Wein-
berger argued in his 1983 Defense Guidance Plan that the US should maintain
and expand still further access and transit rights in pro-Western African states
for deployment of US forces to Africa, the South Atlantic and contiguous
areas.5 Foremost among the latter was the Middle East, which accentuated the
importance of the Horn of Africa. This was especially pressing as the refusal
of all but Oman and Bahrain of the Persian Gulf states to host US military
bases meant reliance on Diego Garcia and an arc of African bases, including
Morocco, Egypt, Somalia and Kenya.

The fifth consideration was Africa’s importance in sourcing pro-Western
proxy states that would form bulwarks against communism, provide bases and
help undermine neighbouring communist-backed regimes. This encouraged a
US classification of African states as state socialist or capitalist and whether or
not they were resource-endowed. From this classification the US tended to
cultivate those states that had both resources and capitalism. In 1977 the US
identified Nigeria, Sudan, Ivory Coast, Kenya, Zaire and South Africa as
outstanding investment climates. US trade with Nigeria of $5.7 billion in 1976
was two-thirds of total US trade with Black Africa, and a healthy US–
Nigerian relationship developed from Carter’s visit to Nigeria in 1977 and the
conclusion of a technical assistance agreement.6 Similarly, Mobutu Sese
Seko’s Zaire and successive administrations in South Africa were supported as
regional bulwarks against communism and as proxy fighters in neighbouring
countries, including support for US efforts to back guerrilla forces of the
National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA).

Finally, there was the consideration of signal-sending to allies, the non-
aligned and to the Soviet Union and its clients. This became increasingly
significant from the 1960s onwards once American perceptions of Africa
changed from its being an extension of European security considerations to its
being part of ‘an indivisible security system based on global containment and
world stability’.7 A good example of this was the proxy war in Angola that
followed Portugal’s withdrawal in 1974–75 and the onset of a bitter power
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feud between UNITA, the National Liberation Front of Angola (FNLA) and
the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA). The Soviets
supported the MPLA and, when 250 Cuban military advisers arrived to help
it, South Africa sent 2,000 troops to aid UNITA. The US backed both
UNITA and the FNLA. Cuba responded by sending a further 14,000 troops.
The US had no great strategic interest in Angola but the Nixon administration
was still alarmed when a nervous post-Vietnam Congress forced it to accept a
‘defeat’ by passing the Clark Amendment in December 1975 that terminated
aid to the FNLA and UNITA.

This superpower proxy war was a blow to détente but Kissinger was more
concerned about the message it conveyed: ‘If the United States is seen to
emasculate itself in the face of massive, unprecedented Soviet and Cuban
intervention . . . what will be the perception of leaders around the world as
they make decisions concerning their future security?’8 The loss of Angola so
soon after Vietnam might encourage further Soviet adventurism and Ameri-
can client states and allies in Africa to doubt US resolve. This could in turn
encourage non-alignment policies and embolden communist groupings across
the continent. Angola might also become a communist cancer that actively
and ideologically undermined neighbouring states – a danger graphically illus-
trated in 1977 when America provided Zaire with assistance to repel an attack
by Angolan-based opponents of the Mobutu regime.

From neglect to limited activism

US administrations differed significantly in responding to these consider-
ations. Truman and Eisenhower neglected African affairs, largely ascribing
to Hans J. Morgenthau’s argument in 1955 that the US had no specific
political or military interests in Africa and that other interests were ‘somewhat
marginal’.9 Europe, the Middle East and Asia were more pressing theatres and
the escalation of containment from a Eurocentric to a global commitment
denied American resources to peripheral regions. This, coupled with the
connection made between European recovery and Europe’s African colonies,
predisposed both administrations to delegate responsibility for Africa to
Europe’s colonial powers and generally to lend support to their ability to
remain there. Apathy was such that the State Department did not create an
Africa Bureau until 1958 and the CIA created a separate Africa Division
within the Deputy Directorate of Operations only in 1960. The Eisenhower
administration also downplayed support for African nationalists as Dulles
especially became concerned about newly independent states pursuing Cold
War non-alignment. These fears were encouraged by the 1955 Bandung meet-
ing of the Asian–African Conference and by the 1958 Accra Conference of the
eight independent African governments. Cold War considerations and sensi-
tivity to allies’ vested interests therefore inclined Washington to view radical
change as a threat to its interests and to favour either the status quo or care-
fully managed transitions to independence under colonial tutorage. Assistant
Secretary of State for African Affairs Joseph Satterthwaite reflected this
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ambivalence in 1959: ‘We support African political aspirations when they are
moderate, non-violent, and constructive and take into account their obli-
gations to and interdependence with the world community. We also support the
principle of continued African ties with Western Europe.’10

The Reagan administration was at the opposite end of this spectrum,
pushing for an activist, albeit still limited, African policy that emphasised
Nixon’s use of proxies and a more militaristic approach. Reagan’s inclin-
ation to see Africa in colours of red versus the star-spangled banner rather
than the more widely perceived black versus white prompted a series of
controversial initiatives. Since Congress’s intervention in 1975, UNITA had
had to manage with assistance from American allies such as Saudi Arabia,
Morocco and South Africa. However, matters changed once Reagan was
elected and Cuba and the USSR stepped up their support of the MPLA.
UNITA became a prime candidate for support under the Reagan Doctrine,
which assumed that at low risk and relatively little expense the US could
support groups fighting Soviet-backed regimes and make the cost of com-
munist expansionism prohibitive to Moscow. In 1985 the Clark amendment
was repealed. In 1986, UNITA leader Jonas Savimbi met Reagan in Wash-
ington and secured a pledge of substantial military help. By the following
year UNITA was countering the MPLA’s sophisticated Soviet weaponry
with advanced American equipment, including Stinger anti-aircraft and
TOW anti-tank missiles.11

Soviet retrenchment was not, though, immediately forthcoming. In fact, a
renewed UNITA–South African military offensive prompted Cuba to send the
Angolan government substantial additional combat forces, raising its com-
mitment to around 50,000 troops. Against this background the US brokered a
deal in December 1988 that provided for the withdrawal of Cuban and South
African troops and a regional settlement. But Angola remained a live issue.
Bush promised to continue covert military aid to UNITA and reportedly con-
cluded an agreement in October 1989 with the Mobutu regime to channel
supplies to UNITA through Zaire. Also Congress somewhat ironically now
wanted guarantees that UNITA would be included within a final Angolan
settlement before authorising US funding for prospective UN peacekeeping
functions in the country.

Reagan’s uncompromising approach also led him to resume aid to Somalia
when it again locked horns with Mengistu’s Marxist Ethiopia in 1982 and to
target communist ‘cancers’. Weinberger also argued that the US should
develop plans to ‘counter militarily Soviet, Cuban and Libyan forces operating
from Libyan bases which pose a threat to US or NATO forces’ and ‘counter
Libyan subversive actions throughout Africa by assisting friendly African
states militarily, and by weakening Libya’s ability to intervene’.12 Pressure on
Colonel Muammar Qaddafi’s Libya was soon evident. In August 1981 the US
held naval exercises off the Libyan coast. These included aerial operations
within the Gulf of Sidra, over which Libya claimed sovereignty, and predict-
ably provoked a minor dogfight in which the Libyan airforce lost two aircraft.
Similarly, although Reagan apparently told French President Mitterand that
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any intervention required in the 1983 Chad crisis was France’s ‘historic
responsibility’, the US nevertheless assisted Chadian leader Hissène Habré
with military advisers and $25 million of military aid – including 30 Redeye
heat-seeking anti-aircraft missiles. Also, the aircraft carrier Eisenhower
dropped anchor off the Gulf of Sidra and two AWACS radar planes, eight
F-15 fighters and 600 Air Force personnel were deployed to Sudan – Chad’s
eastern neighbour.13

Still more controversial was the administration’s policy of ‘constructive
engagement’ towards South Africa. This was a significant retreat from Carter’s
strong support for ‘black nationalism’, majority rule and independence for
Namibia from South Africa. To the discomfort of some within the Reagan
administration, constructive engagement linked it with the white supremacist
regime in Pretoria. For instance, Reagan’s controversial resumption of US
military aid to UNITA helped South African regional ambitions, as did the
later tying of support for Namibian independence to Cuban withdrawal from
Angola in the accords agreed in 1988 between South Africa, Cuba and
Namibia. Reagan similarly used the Pretoria government to reduce Soviet
influence through sponsoring security accords in February 1984 between
South Africa, Angola and Mozambique. Even after the Free South Africa
movement mobilised American public opinion sufficiently to force Reagan
to impose punitive sanctions in March 1985 and Congress to override a
presidential veto to pass the 1986 Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act, the
administration maintained de facto support of Pretoria and the CIA con-
tinued to maintain extensive contact with South African military intelligence.14

Patterns and contradictions

Just as interesting as the specifics of US Cold War policy towards Africa are
the policy patterns and contradictions across time. In some respects the pro-
gressive, if limited, increase in US involvement in Africa followed patterns of
decolonisation elsewhere: colonial powers faded and the US either voluntarily
or involuntarily filled the vacuum lest the Soviets did. Commitment was thus
often incremental and without clear design. Consider, for instance, US policy
towards resource-rich Zaire. Washington largely ignored the country as a
Belgian responsibility prior to its planned independence in 1960. Independ-
ence, though, sparked civil war, a Belgian reoccupation and secessions by the
diamond-rich province of South Kasai and by the wealthiest province,
Shaba (Katanga). The Kennedy administration sponsored a controversial UN
Security Council resolution calling for withdrawal of Belgian and other
foreign forces and the reconvening of the Zairian Parliament. At the same
time, the CIA was instructed to ensure that moderates dominated the Parlia-
ment. The American-backed African nationalist, Cyrille Adoula, duly became
head of the newly independent state in 1961 and, after initial hesitation
because of the influential Washington Katanga lobby and Western allies’
objections, the Kennedy administration supported UN forces forcibly ending
the Shaba secession in 1963.

The US, Africa and the Middle East, 1945–89 115



However, the question of Zaire’s stability was unresolved on the UN’s with-
drawal. Kennedy’s decision to conclude a bilateral military agreement with
Zaire marked the beginning of what would be a long-standing American
commitment. Moreover, continuing instability caused both this commitment
to escalate quickly and American support for moderate nationalists to wane in
favour of military leadership by Mobutu – especially once Johnson assumed
the presidency. CIA-sponsored counter-insurgency activities and American
military aid expanded, and in November 1964 two US–Belgian military oper-
ations were conducted to rescue hostages held by rebel forces in Kisangani.
Thereafter the US repeatedly supported economically and militarily Mobutu’s
efforts to enforce stability, and, particularly after the 1975 Angolan crisis,
Zaire effectively became a regional pillar of US Africa policies. Carter did
encourage Mobutu to adopt political and economic reforms – on principle and
to assuage Congressional criticism – but Zaire was partially insulated from US
pressure by alternative sources of support and trade (notably France and
Belgium) and by its usefulness to wider American concerns. This was under-
scored during the Reagan administration by its cooperation vis-à-vis Chad
and Angola and, as the Cold War wound down, was symbolically reinforced
by Bush making Mobutu his administration’s first African guest at the White
House.15

Accompanying this rather ad hoc increase in selective American commit-
ment to Africa was a blinkered Cold War focus on the continent’s priorities. Its
racial issues were generally subjugated to Cold War concerns, especially by
Republican administrations. Eisenhower largely ignored white supremacy in
South Africa; Nixon, in the December 1969 National Security Study Memo-
randum 39, famously accepted it as a fact of life unlikely to change; and
Reagan dealt extensively with the Pretoria regime, regardless of domestic and
international criticism. The US also refused to reconceptualise Africa’s prob-
lems as constitutive of a North–South rather than East–West division. This
was reflected in its rejection of the Group of 77 demands for a NIEO, whereby
it opposed what it considered unrealistic positions on resource transfer, debt,
commodity prices, technology transfer and the reorganisation of the world’s
primary financial institutions.16

Yet the peripheral nature of US interests meant also that Africa was
the continent across which containment had least hold on American
policy-makers. Repercussions were interesting. First, the permeability of the
African agenda threw up fascinating contradictions, none more so than
when the Reagan administration, after images of Ethiopian famines in the
mid-1980s hit American television, became ‘the largest official donor to the
most doctrinaire marxist government on the African continent’.17 Second, it
allowed limited superpower cooperation and a lesser degree of zero-sum calcu-
lus. For instance, the US could afford to accept its ‘loss’ in Angola in 1975 and,
when Ford and Carter supported black majority rule in Southern Rhodesia
(Zimbabwe), they found themselves aligned with China and the USSR. Third,
African containment was pursued with a pragmatic flexibility reminiscent of
Kennan’s original concept. The US and USSR even swapped proxies in the
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Somali–Ethiopian conflict. The USSR initially responded to American culti-
vation of Ethiopia by doing the same with Somalia. However, when Somalia
occupied the Ogaden territory of Ethiopia in 1978, the USSR decided to back
Ethiopia and the US supplied arms to Somalia as a counterweight, thus
uncomfortably supporting the aggressor. Furthermore, Carter was able to
accept a ‘loss’ to reduce East–West tensions when the arrival of 10,000 Cuban
volunteers in Ethiopia, coupled with South Yemen’s friendship with the
USSR, raised the spectre of Soviet manoeuvring to strengthen their position
in the Red Sea, through which oil flowed from the Middle East. By reducing
military aid to Somalia, Carter accepted a minor loss for America’s new client
in return for forcing it to abandon its aggression and thereby preventing an
escalation of the conflict.18

Finally, American administrations lacked the will and resources to match
idealistic rhetoric with policy reality. During the Second World War, Roosevelt
argued that, under point three of the Atlantic Charter, the peoples of the
African colonies were entitled to choose their own leaders and run their own
affairs. Kennedy pledged in his inauguration address help to the ‘peoples in the
huts and villages of half the globe struggling to break the bonds of mass
misery . . . not because the communists may be doing it, not because we seek
their votes, but because it is right’.19 And Carter put more emphasis on human
rights and partnership with mainstream forces within the African concert of
states. Yet American weapons still found their way to Belgian military bases in
the Congo. Portugal used US-supplied napalm and chemical weapons in
Angola, Mozambique and Guinea. And Carter largely failed to follow
through on promises to reduce US reliance on authoritarian dictatorships –
something exemplified by his Somali bases deal in August 1980.

The New Frontier saw a more active African policy that recognised internal
sources of instability and the importance of accommodating nationalist
forces. Kennedy was also the first American president to impose sanctions on
South Africa in response to apartheid, placed restrictions on Portuguese diver-
sion of US-supplied NATO weaponry to counterinsurgency operations in
Africa, and in 1961 supported a UN vote that encouraged an end to Portu-
guese rule in Angola. Nevertheless, the proclaimed moral rather than strategic
imperatives of his policies sit awkwardly with his election campaign claim that
Africa was the objective of ‘a gigantic communist offensive’. On his watch,
too, investments by US banks and multinationals in South Africa increased
and by late 1962 Kennedy had reverted to favouring the Angolan status quo
and Portuguese interests.20 Explanations proffered for the latter include Portu-
gual’s threat to terminate US and NATO access to key bases in the Azores and
that Africa’s low priority allowed Kennedy to sacrifice principles there to
interests elsewhere. Indeed, Kennedy may have accommodated Portugal in
part because he feared electoral losses should a pending nuclear test ban
coincide with the loss of the Azores base to enable the Republicans to portray
him as being weak on communism.21
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The US and the Middle East: setting the trend

The Truman administration made three lasting contributions to US Middle
Eastern policy. It abandoned traditional US non-involvement, endorsed the
existence of Israel and followed a pattern of diplomatic schizophrenia that
characterised American policies in the region for much of the Cold War.
The Middle East was initially low on the list of Cold War priorities, despite
the 1946 Iranian dispute being one of the first Cold War crises. NSC-68
changed that insofar as the US became more concerned about protecting its
interests in the region. These interests were driven neither by history nor
moral conviction. The Americans had no tradition of enmity with the
Soviet Union in the Middle East, had little identification with the people
there whose religious and socio-cultural values were very different from
Western liberalism, and were frequently critical of the corrupt, backward
and dictatorial regimes that littered the region. Instead, US policy was jus-
tified by ideology and driven by considerations that were not necessarily
Cold War related. By far the most important of these was the economic
interdependence of the Western world and the Middle East. As President
Eisenhower put it in 1956, they were ‘together the most strategic areas in
the world – Western Europe requires Middle Eastern oil and Middle East-
ern oil is of importance mainly through its contribution to the Western
European economy’.22 What Eisenhower did not mention, but which was
uppermost in American calculations, was that most of that oil was either
produced by American oil companies or coveted by them. Indeed, in 1954
the Eisenhower administration was instrumental in their obtaining, at Brit-
ain’s expense, a major share of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company’s (AIOC)
concession in Iran.23 Such expansionism had Cold War justification in terms
of the oil companies generating economic prosperity as a counterweight to
communism and acting as stabilising forces within concession granting
nations. Similarly, American geostrategic planning for the Middle East was
couched in terms of denying the Soviets oil resources and potential bases
from which to launch an assault upon the Persian Gulf. Nevertheless,
American economic interests were the primary beneficiaries of US policy
and the repatriation of enormous profits from oil operations smacked
heavily of neo-imperialism.

Almost as important as the new attitude towards the Middle East was
Truman’s intervention in the question of the Palestine Mandate. This was a
British responsibility and erratic American policy sorely tested Anglo-
American relations. It was also an issue heavily charged by US domestic polit-
ics. When Truman connived in the UN with the Soviets to force a partition of
Palestine into Arab and Jewish states on 29 November 1947, British Foreign
Secretary Ernest Bevin accused him of pandering to the US domestic Jewish
vote. Above all else, though, Truman’s was a policy that imposed enormous
constraints on subsequent US administrations.

On 14 May 1948, Israel declared its independence. America and the
Soviet Union hastened to recognise it but the surrounding Arab nations
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refused and instead launched an invasion. Egyptian, Iraqi, Lebanese, Syrian
and Jordanian armies inflicted heavy casualties on Israeli forces before the US
and the Soviet Union sponsored a four-week UN truce. This respite gave Israel
time to buy large quantities of weapons from communist Czechoslovakia and
when hostilities resumed it drove the Arab armies back deep into their own
territories. By the time the US sponsored another peace deal, Israel had
expanded its borders far beyond those envisaged by the original UN partition
of Palestine. The Truman administration consequently helped bring about the
creation of Israel at the enormous cost of alienating the Arab world and
creating the Palestinian refugee problem. The latter was a festering sore that
determined the later conduct of Middle Eastern states far more than did the
Cold War. Moreover, the Truman administration’s actions hindered American
ability to contain communism in the Middle East. Washington’s de facto
special relationship with Israel undermined US efforts to establish regional
collective security arrangements, allowed the Soviets to champion Arab coun-
tries against Israel, and created an explosive situation. The issues involved
were not of the Cold War but, nevertheless, threatened to feed off them as US
and Soviet proxies embroiled the superpowers in their internecine disputes.
In 1956, 1967, 1973 and 1982–84, the Arab–Israeli conflict burst into open
warfare with the potential to escalate wildly out of control into a major Cold
War conflict.24

Truman’s final legacy was an inchoate policy incapable of fully meeting US
rhetoric and ambitions in the Middle East. There were two principal threats to
Western interests: direct Soviet intervention and communist subversion from
within, or at least its collusion with radical Arab nationalism, which could
bring about regimes inimical to the West. The former was considered unlikely,
but it still had to be catered for. As the US had little power in the region and
the Pentagon was strongly averse to overextending into the Middle East,
policy-makers chose to rely upon the colonial powers of Britain and France to
act as guarantors of regional security. At the same time, the US sought to align
itself with Middle Eastern nationalism, which was staunchly opposed to West-
ern colonialism, and to develop its own influence and economic interests, often
at the expense of its European allies. This produced both a grossly oversimpli-
fied view of the Middle East and a debilitating kind of US diplomatic schizo-
phrenia. Policy-makers recognised the existence of religious divides, deep
social unrest and the clash between modernisation and traditionalism. They
also identified the running sore of Israel within the body of Arab states, the
rising tide of nationalism and the grave intra- and inter-state tensions – such as
between Iran and Iraq, Egypt and Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Syria, Turkey
and Greece, and North and South Yemen. Nevertheless, they superimposed a
Cold War framework upon this complex mosaic that distorted the realities of
the situation and encouraged inappropriate responses. Moreover, they tried to
ride five horses simultaneously – nurturing direct US economic interests and
expanding US political influence, Cold War containment, support for colonial
powers, a special relationship with Israel, and the championing of Arab
nationalist movements. At various times these all ran in different directions
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and left in their wake a confusing array of inconsistent short-term decisions
that defied any explanation other than expediency.

From denial to surrogates

When Truman left office in January 1953, US Middle Eastern policy was
already in deep trouble. Hopes that nationalism and Islam could be harnessed
against communism had been replaced by fears that the communists had
hijacked them first. Likewise, hopes were fading that Britain could hold its
Middle Eastern position. It had withdrawn from Greece, was in dire financial
straits, and was under serious nationalist attack in Iran and Egypt – the former
hosted the AIOC’s enormously important oil operations and the latter the
bulk of Britain’s Middle Eastern military presence near the geostrategically
vital Suez Canal. Together with the quickening pace of decolonisation, this
threatened a power vacuum in the Middle East, the loss of traditional Western
bases, and great opportunities for the Soviets to expand their interests into the
Persian Gulf.

Eisenhower continued established trends. Moral claims, the intellectual
preferences of policy-makers and international law were all sacrificed as US
fears of rampant nationalism led it to ally increasingly with conservative
forces. In August 1953, the CIA manufactured a coup in Iran to topple the
democratically elected Mohammed Mosadeq in favour, ultimately, of the
autocratic Shah and his brutal police, the Savak, around whom the Americans
built a client state.25 In January 1957, the Eisenhower Doctrine also implied a
firm commitment to the existing order. For example, the US offered military
aid to friendly governments and withdrew its efforts to resolve the Arab–
Israeli issue; that poisoned chalice was handed to the UN. Furthermore,
in July 1958, Eisenhower sent US marines to preserve the status quo in the
Lebanon when pan-Arab radicalism threatened to spill over from the over-
throw of the Hashemite monarchy of Iraq.

The Eisenhower administration also looked to regional organisations to
reconcile its desire for Middle Eastern security with reduced defence budgets
and the Pentagon’s obsessive reluctance to commit US forces. Apart from
Israel the bulk of US expenditure went to Turkey and Iran in the hope that
these, along with Pakistan, would form a Northern Tier to deter Soviet
expansionism. The Americans hoped, too, to bring these countries together
with Britain to coordinate regional defence. The basis for this was secured on
24 February 1955 with the signing of the Baghdad Pact, but a combination of
the US refusal to join and intense Arab opposition meant that it ultimately
failed. Iraq withdrew in March 1959, the subsequent Central Treaty Organis-
ation (CENTO) did nothing much and, importantly, British power waned
palpably.

The US had long known of British decline but had refused to act upon it
because the only answer was one that American policy-makers did not want to
hear – the US must fill the power vacuum. However, the Suez Crisis brought
matters to a head. On 26 July 1956, Egyptian President Gamal Abdul Nasser
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nationalised the Anglo-French-owned Suez Canal Company. Britain and
France collaborated with Israel to teach the Egyptians a lesson. On 19
October, Israeli forces drove into the Sinai peninsular. Britain and France
pressed a stage-managed ultimatum upon Israeli and Egyptian forces to with-
draw from the Suez Canal Zone. Shortly afterwards, they bombed Egyptian
bases, dropped paratroopers and launched an amphibious assault. Eisenhower
was dismayed. The timing, on the eve of American elections, was politically
embarrassing because he was running for re-election on a peace ticket. It also
made it difficult to make propaganda capital out of the brutal Soviet repres-
sion of the 1956 Hungarian uprising. More importantly, the Anglo-French
intervention pulled the US back into the Arab–Israeli quagmire. The US could
not be seen to support blatantly the forces of colonialism. Nor did it want to
forfeit the goodwill it had been trying to regain with the Arab states by siding
with Israel yet again. Furthermore, it did not want to give the Soviets a pretext
for intervention. Eisenhower decided to prioritise US Cold War concerns
over the vested interests of his major allies, and applied sufficient economic
and diplomatic pressure to force Britain and France to withdraw. However,
this was not before the Soviets had won a Third World propaganda coup by
brandishing their atomic weapons at the imperialist Western powers.26

Although the Eisenhower administration scored some short-term successes,
notably in Iran, it left a power vacuum in the Middle East which it had first
tried to ignore, particularly with regard to the waning British position, and
had then made worse by humiliating Britain and France over Suez. The short-
lived Kennedy administration achieved little and it fell to Presidents Johnson
and Nixon to deal with the problem. Both were preoccupied with Vietnam and
realised that the US could ill-afford a sufficient build-up of power to play a
balancing role in the Indian Ocean and the Persian Gulf. However, neither
could they indulge themselves in the illusion that Britain could fill a regional
power vacuum. This became self-evident in 1968 when it announced its
intent to withdraw its military forces from east of Suez. The US now resorted
increasingly to the use of surrogates to hold the status quo.

Interestingly, the US used both state and non-state actors. Of the latter, by
far the most important were the US oil companies operating in the Middle
East. These held privileged positions that made them effectively ambassadors
of the West. They also became vehicles through which, using powerful tax
incentives, US administrations could channel foreign aid without congres-
sional approval. State surrogates were often less compliant, but more numer-
ous. In the Six Day War in 1967, Johnson moved US policy decisively towards
supporting Israel against the Arabs. In a brilliant military campaign, the
Israelis inflicted a humiliating defeat upon the Arab states. Johnson made no
attempt to force an Israeli withdrawal. Instead, he sponsored UN resolution
242, which proposed a land for peace deal whereby Israel would return occu-
pied territory in exchange for security guarantees, and in December 1968 he
supplied Israel with F-4 Phantom jets. Nixon’s approach took the idea of
using surrogates even further as he developed the Twin Pillar strategy whereby
Iran and Saudi Arabia would police the Persian Gulf. To facilitate this and,
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conveniently, to help the ailing American economy, the US sold them vast
quantities of sophisticated weaponry. In 1972, Nixon told the Shah that he
could purchase any non-nuclear weapons and, in 1974 alone, the Foreign Mili-
tary Sales (FMS) agreement saw the US supply him with over $3,950 million
of arms. Similar offers were made to Saudi Arabia. In 1975, US–Saudi FMS
agreements were worth almost $5,776 million and later that year Secretary of
State Kissinger persuaded President Ford to allow it to purchase F-15 fighters.

Out of the ashes

American hopes that surrogates would be able to guarantee regional stability
proved to be short-lived once their Middle Eastern policy was struck a series
of blows in the 1970s. Three stand out in particular. The first came in 1973
when the Yom Kippur War erupted. Egypt and Syria, with Soviet backing,
attacked Israel and won a series of stunning victories. The US supplied Israel
with replacement arms necessary to repel Arab forces and, by 15 October, the
Israelis had reversed the situation and were poised to annihilate the Egyptian
Third Army. The Soviets announced their intent to intervene militarily, either
as part of a combined operation with the US or unilaterally. However, the
Americans saw this as a pretext for the Soviets to establish a foothold in the
region. Accordingly, US nuclear forces were put on alert and NSA Henry
Kissinger pushed through UN resolution 338 that called for the full implemen-
tation of UN resolution 242. Ultimately, another begrudging peace was
restored, but by then the spirit of détente and the American position had
incurred serious damage. Contrary to the 1972 US–Soviet summit declar-
ations, the US had pursued unilateral advantage and demonstrated its
unwillingness to treat the Soviets as an equal in the Middle East. Also, US
championship of Israel against the Arab world had serious consequences. It
damaged the Atlantic Alliance because the US failed to secure the support of
its NATO allies for its action, most of them being disenchanted with the
intolerant Israeli attitude and preoccupied with their need for Arab oil. It also
awakened the Arab states to the power that they could wield against the US,
which by 1973 had become a net importer of oil. The Organisation of Arab
Petroleum Exporting Countries imposed an oil embargo on supporters of
Israel, notably the US and the Netherlands. It imposed, too, a crippling price
hike on oil, which threw Western Europe’s economy into chaos and ruined
early attempts at economic and monetary union. The only real consolation for
the US was that its resolute action persuaded Egyptian leaders that it would
never allow Israel to be destroyed and, therefore, that their flirtation with the
Soviets would bring them less reward than would an improved relationship
with Washington.

Two further blows were struck to US Middle Eastern policy in 1979. First,
the Soviets dealt a fatal blow to détente and threatened to destabilise the region
when they invaded Afghanistan. The subsequent Carter Doctrine heralded a
new hard line, warning as it did that the US would take military action to keep
the Soviets away from the Persian Gulf. Meantime, Carter imposed economic
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sanctions on the USSR and the CIA began covert support of Afghan resist-
ance fighters. Second, the fundamentalist Ayatollah Khomeini led the Iranian
revolution that deprived the US of one of its closest collaborators and des-
troyed the Twin Pillar strategy. In fact, the US reaped the rewards of an
Iranian policy that had been delegitimised from the moment the CIA toppled
Mosadeq in August 1953. Successive presidents championed an Iranian
regime bent upon popular repression and by doing so sacrificed the demo-
cratic aspirations of a nation to a Cold War threat that was more imagined
than real. Thereafter, in the most intensely media-covered US foreign policy
crisis of all time, Iran humiliated the Carter administration during the bungled
attempt to rescue American embassy staff held hostage in Teheran. Just as
importantly, Iran became an embittered bastion of anti-Americanism, a haven
for what the US labelled terrorists, and a focal point for Islamic fundamental-
ism and anti-imperial fanaticism.27

Although there were differences in rhetoric, the policies of US administra-
tions from Nixon through to Reagan were consistent. All of them made efforts
to rebuild the tattered US relationship with the Arab states. Kissinger’s shuttle
diplomacy during 1973–74 succeeded both in stopping the Middle East war
and beginning the peace process.28 Capitalising upon President Sadat’s move
away from the Soviets, President Carter mediated the Camp David Accords
that led in March 1979 to an Egyptian–Israeli peace treaty. Whereas on many
issues Carter’s idealism and concern for human rights ran foul of US national
security considerations, this was undoubtedly his greatest foreign policy
success. Likewise, in 1988 the US began to tackle the Palestinian problem once
the Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO) leader, Yasser Arafat, had finally
accepted UN resolution 242 and the legal existence of Israel.29

All administrations sought, too, to preserve America’s established pattern
of allies in the Middle East, most notably with the Saudis and the Israelis. In
the immediate aftermath of the Yom Kippur War, the US provided the latter
with more than $3 billion of weapons. In the early 1980s, Washington also
turned a blind eye to Israel’s invasion of the Lebanon in the hope that
this would bring them into conflict with Syria, which was regarded as a
Soviet client state. Furthermore, there was an increasing willingness to combat
Middle Eastern terrorism, particularly after the ill-fated deployment of a US
peace-making force of marines in 1982 to Beruit resulted in 241 men being
killed in a truck bomb attack. Consider, for instance, Reagan’s air strike in
April 1986 against Qaddafi’s Libya.

The single most important development in US Middle Eastern policy,
though, was its move away from reliance on either colonial or indigenous
allies. The collapse of imperial power and the Twin Pillar strategy gave
impetus to a major review of US policy in the Indian Ocean and Persian Gulf.
Nationalism, fundamentalism, decolonisation and communist machinations
meant that land bases were increasingly unreliable and temporary assets. From
Nixon onwards, US emphasis was on sea and air power, particularly once
the wind-down in Vietnam released materials and the Yom Kippur War
emphasised the need for military guarantees of precious oil shipments. In
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1980, the Carter Doctrine committed the US to military action should any
force seek to control the Persian Gulf and frantic efforts were made to back
this promise with credible firepower. The island of Diego Garcia became the
focal point of an enormous expansion of US capabilities in the Indian Ocean
area and a Rapid Reaction Force was created to fight ‘brush-fires’, the funding
for which Reagan increased by 85% – an additional $2 billion. In fact, Caspar
Weinberger confirmed that from lowly beginnings the Middle East had, by the
time that the Cold War closed, finally achieved ‘top-billing’ in US security
considerations. As far as Reagan’s Defense Secretary was concerned, the
Persian Gulf had become the centre of conflict for the foreseeable future.30

Conclusion

US policy-makers struggled throughout the Cold War to manage their
relationships with Africa and the Middle East. The latter was by far the more
pressing. There the Americans variously deluded themselves by relying upon
European imperial power that simply was no longer sufficient, developed sur-
rogates to fight their battles for them, and finally accepted the burden of
building up the force necessary to arbitrate the balance of power in the Indian
Ocean and Persian Gulf. In the process they toppled progressive governments,
supported dictators, turned a blind eye to Israeli atrocities in the Lebanon and,
when it suited them, abandoned their closest allies, as with Britain and France
during the Suez Crisis. The lens of containment through which policy-makers
so often viewed the region distorted its problems into zero-sum calculations of
profit or loss vis-à-vis the Soviets. The concern above all else was the economic
dependence of the Western world on Middle Eastern oil.31 The US therefore
emphasised military security and, too often, the preservation of the status quo
to protect Western, not Middle Eastern, interests. Indeed, its treatment of
progressive and infant democracies raises significant issues regarding both the
conduct of US foreign policy and democratic peace theory (see Chapter 9).

It is ironic that the Americans practised containment better in Africa than in
the Middle East. In fact, it was precisely because the US cared less for Africa
that policy-makers were, in relative terms at least, freed from the constraints
of ‘cult containment’ to practise the flexible version proposed by Kennan.
Carter’s sanction of a ‘loss’ in Somalia in 1978 and quiet acceptance of a
subsequent 20-year Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation between Ethiopia
and the USSR would have been unthinkable in other parts of the world.
However, the mantle of US moral supremacy was no less tarnished there than
elsewhere. American arms facilitated proxy and civil wars that soaked Africa
in the blood of countless thousands and, as American leaders poured out
rhetoric stressing the plight of Black Africa, their actions and US economic
interests underwrote white supremacy in South Africa.

Three interesting similarities between the US experience in Africa and in the
Middle East help explain some of the problems policy-makers faced and the
sometimes inappropriate nature of their actions. First, both regions demon-
strated the blurring of US foreign and domestic policy. This was evident in the
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Middle East with the Jewish lobby, but was also pronounced in Africa where
limited US strategic interests allowed a more flexible agenda. Thus, African
policy more than any other Cold War theatre revealed the conflicting strands
of US foreign policy thinking, the impact of political creed within the White
House, and the influence of public opinion, especially on human rights issues.
Second, the US most probably made the problems of Africa and the Middle
East, and thus of itself, much worse. Its quest for stability led successive Ameri-
can presidents to sponsor regimes that denied the peoples of these regions
those rights and freedoms for which the US stood. Similarly, the substitution
of American economic expansionism for collapsing imperial power, especially
in the Middle East, created a new form of dependency and another focal point
for extremist agitation, and the use of proxies justified the supply of vast
quantities of arms that caused carnage to little Cold War end. Indeed in
Africa, unlike in more geostrategically important areas of the world, there
was little correlation between success and strategies of either the USSR or
America. For instance, the Soviets capitalised upon decolonisation to win
influence in a series of states, such as Ghana, Guinea, Mali, the Sudan and
Somalia. That this influence often proved ephemeral, and that by the early
1970s former allies such as Mali and Ghana were reorienting towards the
West, was due less to US action than to the internal dynamics of a fragmented
continent struggling to adjust to a post-colonial world.

Finally, the US superimposed upon both regions a containment strategy
designed to combat communism while the peoples of Africa and the Middle
East were little concerned with the Cold War. The Americans and Soviets
played a superpower game using native states as pawns, and the native states
fought their own internecine battles and used the superpowers to press their
interests. Racism and independence rather than ‘red peril’ dominated African
thinking, and the Arab–Israeli conflict preoccupied Middle Eastern minds. To
make matters worse, the US was integrally involved in these problems too –
particularly because of its special links with Israel, white South Africa and
repressive autocracies in both regions. By the time the Cold War ended the
principal change in these regions was that the US had partially filled the
colonial vacuum in Africa and had become the Middle East’s hegemon.
Otherwise there was a depressing continuity in their problems. Western interest
remained focused principally on supplies of energy and raw materials. The
plight of Black Africa was little improved. Apartheid remained in South
Africa. The Arab–Israeli conflict was unresolved. And poverty, marginalis-
ation and disenfranchisement continued to be so widespread that both regions
were fertile breeding grounds for radicalism and militant Islam.
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9 Power and purpose
The end of the Cold War and
new challenges for American
foreign policy

What caused the Cold War to end so abruptly? Gaddis has pointed out with
ill-disguised relish the failure of international relations theory to predict its
demise and the intellectual bankruptcy that this appeared to display.1 And if
theorists could not predict its end, what credence should we give to their
hastily concocted and often mutually contradictory explanations about what
caused it? For example, the two most common but seriously incompatible
answers are: it was a carefully crafted victory by the US; and, it was the result
of internal corrosion of the Soviet system with Gorbachev acting as a catalyst
for further decay rather than for the renewal that he intended. While bearing
these cautionary observations in mind, we nevertheless need to examine the
different perceptions about why the Cold War ended, not least because they
influence answers to the following cluster of questions. Was the world now
unipolar? Was it threatened by a ‘clash of civilisations’? Was it a ‘back-to-the-
future’ scenario of less stable multipolarity? Was it a world in which US
relative power would continue to diminish as many had suggested it would in
the late 1970s and early 1980s? What would now be more important to the US,
hard military and economic, or soft economic, cultural and normative power?2

Did the end of the Cold War demote the importance of security in US foreign
policy objectives? Is it appropriate to talk of a post post-Cold War era after
9/11? In other words, did 9/11 radically alter the international system and
re-elevate the importance of security, or did it simply highlight dangers that
had long been recognised but ineffectually addressed? And, finally, how did
these dramatic changes affect those most contentious of all foreign policy
questions: how, when, why and at what cost should the US intervene militarily
in the affairs of other states?

The different answers successive administrations gave to these questions
largely determined the way they tried to craft grand strategies to replace Cold
War containment.

The end of the Cold War: not with a bang but a whimper

According to a NSC official: ‘the first Reagan administration adopted,
designed, and successfully implemented an integrated set of policies, strat-
egies, and tactics specifically directed toward the eventual destruction (without



war) of the Soviet Empire and the successful ending of the Cold War with
victory for the west.’3 However, one of the Reagan administration’s key papers
on the Soviet Union gives little hint of such a victory strategy, but instead
speaks of long-term coexistence: ‘the U.S. must demonstrate credibly that
its policy is not a blueprint for an open-ended, sterile confrontation with
Moscow, but a serious search for a stable and constructive long-term basis for
U.S.–Soviet relations.’4

Were the Reagan administration’s policies designed to defeat or draw the
Soviets into negotiation? Views on this are influenced by political values and
the neo-conservatives have notably reinterpreted Reagan’s actions to suit their
own ideological predilections.5 According to them, Reagan followed an
aggressive agenda dictated by his right-wing views.6 His military build-up, the
momentum he created for Western renewal and SDI, were, they claim, part
and parcel of a carefully crafted strategy aimed at, and which in their view
achieved, victory over the Soviet Union.7 Reagan’s strategic embargo policy,
however (see Chapter 4), was far more pragmatic and closer to the much
reviled policy of détente than such Cold War victory theses allow. The idea
that the US military build-up was a major factor that led to the demise of the
Cold War and Western ‘victory’ is rejected by Russian insider experts such as
Georgi Arbatov, and by leading Western theorists such as Frederich Kratch-
owil. Close scrutiny of the chronology of Soviet policy developments leads
Beth A. Fisher to likewise raise substantial doubts about cause and effect from
both the US arms build-up and the early Reagan administration hard line.
Gaddis’s succinct view is that: ‘President Reagan, who may have had cynical
advisers was not cynical himself . . . took the principle of “negotiation from
strength” literally: once one had built strength, one negotiated.’8 A report
from the congressional Office of Research Coordination on Reagan’s Cold
War strategy also provides a picture of pragmatic manoeuvring to draw the
Soviets into negotiation for long-term coexistence.9

These views, that emphasise the Reagan administration’s willingness to
accommodate, open trade and communicate with the Soviets, do not reject
entirely, but entertain different emphases about, the importance of America’s
contribution to the demise of the Soviet Union. They are compatible with
explanations that rely on the importance of long-standing structural flaws in
the Soviet economy and the corrosive influence of Western ideas in an ever
more interdependent world. Seductive Western ideas began to take hold
because of enhanced communications, the aggressive propaganda of the
Roman Catholic Church, and the forums established by the Helsinki Accords
for economic, political and human rights reforms, at the CSCE in 1975.10

Whatever line of interpretation one adopts, the facts make clear that 1983
was a crucible for change. On 8 March, Reagan made his most notorious
speech on the Soviet Union in front of the National Association of Evangelic-
als in Florida. He was widely reported as having condemned the Soviet Union
as an ‘evil empire’.11 Later that month, he announced the SDI. The tone
was harsh at the outset of the year and in the autumn events cast an even
deeper pall over US–Soviet relations. On 1 September there was the KAL-007
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outrage. On 6 October, to the severe embarrassment of the Soviets, Lek
Walensa, leader of the Polish Solidarity labour movement, was awarded the
Nobel peace prize. That same month the US suffered heavy casualties to its
peacekeeping force in the Lebanon when a terrorist truck bomb exploded in
the marine barracks, and in the Caribbean there was the US invasion of
Grenada. In early November the NATO exercise Able Archer was seen tem-
porarily by the Soviets as being potentially a pre-emptive Western strike
against the Soviet Union. And finally, in November, the US started to deploy
Pershing II and Cruise missiles in Europe and the Soviets walked out of arms
talks in Geneva. It was against this backdrop of rising tensions that Reagan
began to shift his stance and look for negotiation rather than confrontation.

Exactly when this shift took place is not easy to determine. However, there
were signs throughout the year that the US position was not thoroughly hos-
tile. On 15 February, Reagan had his first formal discussion with a senior
Soviet official when he met with Ambassador Dobrynin. Economic sanctions
were eased and the US did not embark upon new sanctions after KAL-007,
nor did it walk out of the Geneva talks in protest. At the height of US–Soviet
tensions on 10 November, the ailing Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev finally
died. When Reagan visited the Soviet Embassy to pay his respects he projected
a friendlier image. Dobrynin even notes in his memoirs: ‘There are some who
say that the historic turn in our relations began with this visit.’12 The Presi-
dent’s language was certainly more restrained after March 1983 and less than a
year later Dobrynin noted the moderation and more friendly tone in a major
speech about US–Soviet relations that Reagan gave on 16 January 1984.13 By
September 1984 Reagan was forthright in his call for talks. ‘America has
repaired its strength. . . . We are ready for constructive negotiations with the
Soviet Union.’14 Although repairing US strength, or, perhaps more import-
antly, perceptions of US strength, was very important for Reagan, there were
other factors at work that point towards November 1983 as the crucial turning
point.

In 1983, Oleg Gordievsky, the Committee for State Security (KGB) number
two at the Soviet Embassy in London, provided evidence that the Soviets
suspected that the CIA had contrived the whole KAL-007 episode and that
they feared that Able Archer could be the real thing. Reagan was horrified that
the Soviets could be so dangerously paranoid and swiftly moved to improve
relations, particularly after March 1985, when Gorbachev became leader of
the Soviet Union. Despite all the violent criticisms of détente, in the end,
Reagan practised something similar himself. At Geneva in November 1985
Reagan and Gorbachev held the first US–Soviet summit for six years.
Dobrynin later described it in Churchillian terms as ‘the beginning of the end
of the Cold War’.15 Over the next three years the two leaders made sub-
stantial progress on disarmament and in generally improving East–West
relations. At the time no one quite understood just how radical the changes
were to prove. They ended what was already by then a very low-key Cold War,
and soon afterwards the Soviet Union collapsed. From one perspective this
was victory for the US. It was the only contender left in the ring. But it was not
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a victory that had come about primarily because of US actions. Increased
economic, political and cultural penetrations from the outside world com-
bined with the USSR’s own growing economic inefficiency, corruption and
self-recognition of at least some of its shortcomings to cause an internal
unravelling of the Soviet empire. These were the crucial factors. US policy
exacerbated some of the difficulties for the Soviet Union and its diplomacy
provided a negotiated pathway that eased the passage of transition to
something else.

Now came the job of trying to conceptualise where this left the US, what the
new world order was, and what it might or should become.

Capability and power

As the Cold War faded away Paul Kennedy wrote The Rise and Fall of the
Great Powers, which elaborated a theory of inevitable imperial overstretch.
The book intensified arguments about US relative decline and fed into a wider
debate about hegemony.

In 1945 the US had 40% of the world’s wealth and was painlessly able to
devote 9–10% of GDP to defence during the 1950s and 1960s. This declined to
6–7% by the 1980s, but its relative wealth slumped more dramatically from
40% to 20–24% of the world total. As a result, Paul Kennedy announced:
‘decision makers in Washington must now face the awkward and enduring
fact that the sum total of the United States’ global interests and obligations
is nowadays far larger than the country’s power to defend them all
simultaneously.’16

Economic omens were certainly not good. High-technology trade slipped
from a US surplus of $27 to $4 billion between 1980 and 1985. US strength in
agricultural exports was undermined by the EC CAP and by rising Third
World productivity. At the same time, supply-side economics, or Reaganomics
as it was called at the time, cut taxes and tried to diminish government in the
hope of both releasing entrepreneurial dynamics and creating a trickle-down
effect of increased demand from the wealthy. When the effects of these policies
combined with the rather contradictory Keynesian-style deficit spending on
Reagan’s massive rearmament programme, the result was turbulence in
national finances, high interest and inflation rates and an overvalued dollar,
which crippled exports. By 1985 the annual trade deficit was over $200 billion
and the national debt stood at $1.8 trillion, which carried interest charges of
$129 billion a year. The US, it seemed, was fated to go the way of all empires: it
would decline.

Responses to Kennedy came most notably from Joseph S. Nye.17 He pointed
out that if Kennedy had taken a pre-war baseline for calculating US wealth,
then its relative decline would have been insignificant. It was only because the
economies of other industrial nations had not recovered from the devastation
of the Second World War that the relative power of the US was so unnaturally
inflated in the late 1940s. Nye also claimed that other largely symbolic features
of decline, such as the burning with impunity of the Stars and Stripes in
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Teheran in 1980, had been grossly overexaggerated. The US did have a sub-
stantial problem in the form of debts bequeathed to the nation by the Reagan
administration, but there was a remedy. Resources should be shifted from
consumption to investment in industry and education. That would enable
Americans to afford both social and international security. Above all, they
should not cut themselves off from the international environment because it is
a vital factor for both US strength and security. In short, the US must not lose
faith because it is still ‘bound to lead’.

By the end of the millennium, it looked as if Kennedy had got things dras-
tically wrong and Nye more or less right. The Soviet Union imploded in 1991
and Russia has been in various stages of disarray ever since. In 1989 the US
economy, with a GDP of $5.2 trillion, was still 1.8 times the size of Japan’s, its
nearest rival. By 1995 it had grown 30% to $7 trillion and by 2004 to $11.7
trillion while Japan’s stood at $3.7 trillion. The US trade deficit was $100
billion in 1995, but that was partly offset by an $80 billion surplus on services,
banking and royalties. Furthermore, US factories abroad command a greater
share of world exports than their domestic counterparts, which means that the
US overall, on these calculations, makes a modest profit on its dealings with
the global economy. When these traditional indicators of economic power are
added to the new forms of power identified by Susan Strange – production,
financial and knowledge structures – then, one begins to realise the overstated
nature of Kennedy’s thesis. And there is more. In 1997, the US devoted 4% of
its GDP to defence, but the total was equivalent to the defence expenditure of
the next ten biggest military powers added together. By 2004 the US was
spending $455–462 billion on defence and had stretched its lead by matching
the total combined expenditure of the next 32 or so largest military spenders,
depending on whose analysis and figures you take.18 The gap between the US
and even its closest and most militarily powerful allies, Britain and France,
became painfully obvious in the military action to force Serbian President
Milosovic to abandon his intervention in Kosovo in 1998. Interoperability
between US and other forces became a serious issue. Allies simply could not
keep up with the US. Their weapons systems, intelligence gathering, surveil-
lance and logistical capabilities were years behind those of the Americans. The
US military from this point on would try to avoid military operations with its
allies, not just because of efficiency of command issues, but because allies were
a liability in the field. On top of all this, the US has a flexible economy, a
political, social and cultural environment that continues to attract many of the
world’s best and brightest, and positions of established influence and power in
all the world’s great organisations.

The US is unlikely to be substantially less important or less powerful
in world affairs for the foreseeable future. Without doubt, it has the where-
withal to intervene with great power anywhere in the world. So, rumours
of decline seem to have been grossly overexaggerated, but it should also
be noted that US strength is now intertwined inextricably with the fortunes of
the world outside its boundaries. The neo-isolationist option is not real. US
power depends not only upon the continuing health of its domestic economy,
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but also its ability to function effectively in the international economy.
Unfortunately for Americans developments in both spheres have recently
raised concerns.

Since the arrival of the George W. Bush administration many of the positive
trends established during Clinton’s time have stalled or gone into reverse.
Since 2000 the federal budget has swung from a surplus of $189.5 billion to a
deficit of $412.3 billion in FY 2004. The economy is looking very vulnerable
again as Figure 1 indicates. What it does not indicate are two further import-
ant and potentially weakening factors. The first is the dramatic decline in the
value of the dollar, over 30% against other major currencies between 2002 and
2005. This also needs to be seen in the context of a long-term trade deficit (see
Chapter 4). There has been little alternative to holding dollars abroad until
recently, even though the US has run massive balance of payments deficits.
However, that situation is changing as a consequence of the emergence of
the euro as a potential rival currency, notwithstanding the 2005 crisis in the
EU caused by the rejection of the European Constitution by France and
the Netherlands. The development of the euro could pose serious difficulties
for the dollar and the US economy as a whole in the not-too-distant future. If
downward pressure on the dollar spirals out of control, the US may find itself
having to seek multilateral help from the other leading world economies in the
same way that Britain had to as sterling declined in the 1950s and 1960s and
was unable to perform the role of the leading world currency that it had for
so many years. In return for multilateral help, the US would be required to
demonstrate more multilateralism of its own. Matters have been made worse
by 9/11 and America’s response. Although America’s soft power remains
potent and its hard power is far greater than any other likely combination of
states, its unilateralism has lost it much goodwill, provoked much hostility in
the world and in many areas has diminished its fund of soft power. This could
have long-term negative consequences for its ability to promote the American
economic model and democracy as a key strategy in regions such as Asia and
the Western Hemisphere.

New and not so new conceptions of the world out there

American power may not have been as suspect as Kennedy et al. suggested but
US foreign policy-makers still had to match appropriate power to objectives.
This proved to be deeply problematic because Cold War certainties were
replaced by varied, confusing and contradictory interpretations of the
nature of the post-Cold War world. All we can show here is the spectrum
range: Charles Krauthammer’s unipolar era is challenged by Joseph Nye’s
The Paradox of American Power, or Why the World’s Only Superpower Can’t
Go It Alone. Samuel Huntington’s The Clash of Civilisations is opposed by
the optimism of Francis Fukuyama’s democratic triumphalism, mapped
out in his The End of History and the Last Man, which in turn is comple-
mented by Michael Doyle’s argument, derived from Kantian philosophy, that
democracies do not go to war with each other. John Mearsheimer’s ‘Back to
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the Future’ unstable world of multipolarity contrasts with Kenneth Waltz’s
world of stability through nuclear proliferation. And finally there is the picture
of the world in renewed disorder challenged by terrorism, rogue states and
WMDs.20 Such characterisations of the world out there notably do not deal
directly with global distributive justice, sustainable economic growth, health or
environmental issues, though as we shall see this does not mean to say that
successive US administrations have been silent about these issues.

Optimism came first. There was much talk of the peace dividend, and
indeed during the 1990s US defence spending was cut back dramatically with
commensurate contraction in the defence industry, particularly in southern
California. Then dramatically in the First Gulf War, as the USSR now
cooperated with the US and a great coalition was formed to repel Iraq from
Kuwait, President George H. Bush spoke of a New World Order. To many this
suggested an era of collective security and multilateral cooperation in the UN
and other organisations to bring good governance, peace and prosperity to the
world. Notwithstanding the force of arguments from more pessimistic schools
of thought, ideas of a democratic and multilateralist New World Order
spread. For liberal democratic idealists, the systemic constraints of the realist
and neo-realist models are not binding – namely, the imperative to maximise
state power to ensure security, and the supremacy of state and communitarian
values over cosmopolitan and universal values. For those, like Francis
Fukuyama, such constraints were transcended with the demise of ideological
dialectics and its result ‘the end of history’. There was now the potential to
spread democracy and the free market throughout the world: there were no
longer any credible alternatives. According to Michael Doyle this was also
likely to bring peace because democracies in their respect for individuals
exercise restraint and have peaceful intentions in their foreign policies.

This agenda both operates from a number of assumptions, which beg
important questions at the heart of an ongoing debate between cosmopolitan
and communitarian theorists, and identifies the position of the US with the
collective or universal good. In Pax Democratica, James R. Huntley articu-
lated these views in terms of proposals for an alliance of democracies that
should work together to foster economic and security communities that could
act multilaterally to promote an enlarging peaceful democratic community.
But, it would be one that would have to intervene to police non-democratic
states. In considering how a democratic security community might do this,
Huntley stumbled against the persistent realist obstacle to multilateralism:
such problems were later made manifest in the world of practice in 2003 when
George W. Bush ordered the invasion of Iraq.

At least initially, the United States probably would not accept a situation
in which it could be committed to war against its will; the voting must be
carefully calculated. On the other hand, it should not be possible for
Luxembourg, or Portugal, or even France or Britain alone, to immobilize
the Alliance in the face of a preponderant majority.21
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Bush, of course, did not have a preponderant majority in 2002–03, but even
when one does pertain, it seems rather anomalous in Huntley’s idealistic
democratic-led world that respect for force majeure could trump what is right
(assuming that the US is not infallible) and that there should be one rule for
the strongest and another for all the rest. In fact, this new idealism is premised
on three shaky foundations: first, that there are no alternatives to Western
liberal democracy worthy of serious consideration; second, that democracies
do not go to war with each other; and, third, that under US leadership there
will be a growth of multilateral actions. The first assumption exhibits a closed
mind that seems alien to the very tradition of thought that has spawned it. The
second ignores the criticisms of theorists such as Mearsheimer, and, even if it
were true that democracies do not go to war with each other, there would still
be the problem of their relations with other non-democratic states. And the
third assumption runs contrary to the evidence of history.

One possible conclusion from all this is that the US does not live up to its
own ideals. It looks to outsiders as if the US is manipulating the language of
idealism to further its own interests, and its purpose is thus no different from
that which uses traditional forms of power for achieving security in an
anarchical world order. On the other hand, rhetoric suggests that realism and
idealism are reconciled by the implicit claim that US ideals are universally
valid – engagement and democratic enlargement and promotion of the free
market – and by the implicit assumption that the US has the power to realise
this New World Order and create a viable new strategy to replace the legacy of
uncertainty bequeathed by the end of the Cold War and the death of contain-
ment. From this perspective it was possible both for some conservative realists
in George H. Bush’s administration and for some liberal idealists in Clinton’s
to espouse the promotion of the free market and American-style democracy as
panaceas for the world’s problems. These attitudes, however, not only dismiss
the cosmopolitan and communitarian debate too lightly, they also raise import-
ant practical questions as they fuel the desire for US intervention abroad.

Standing somewhat between the liberal idealists on the one hand and the
conservative realists/neo-realists on the other is what we might call a liberal
realist, Joseph S. Nye (though these categories do not exhaust the possibilities
as we shall see shortly). Nye places great emphasis on power. Indeed as we
noted earlier he believes that the US is ‘bound to lead’ because of its range of
powers. However, unlike many other realists who emphasise America’s eco-
nomic and military hard power, Nye asserts the importance of what he calls
soft power – the appeal of US culture, the attractiveness of the liberal demo-
cratic international regimes that it leads, and the fact of its centrality as the
hub of the international communications and media systems. America’s great-
est mistake he claims would be to ‘fall into one-dimensional analysis and
believe that investing in military power alone will ensure our strength’.22 This,
no less than the liberal idealist and realist power pictures of the international-
ist system, is a characterisation of what is important in foreign policy-making.
Power cannot be divorced from statecraft and depends upon it. And statecraft
is as much, if not more so, about persuasion than coercion, about a state’s
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perceived moral integrity, the attractiveness of its culture and values and its
ability to disseminate them abroad. America’s consistent attempts to promote
democracy abroad, its concerns over foreign states’ restrictions on icons of
American culture and way of life – be they on MacDonald’s in France, or films
in Europe and Canada – and its ongoing promotion of free trade for security
as well as prosperity reasons, all indicate the growing sensitivity to the potency
of soft power.

Charles Krauthammer was quick to dub the end of the Cold War the ‘uni-
polar moment’. He argued that the world in 1990 was unipolar, not multipolar,
cautioned against the dangers of conservative isolationism, and asserted that
the world was less, not more, safe in the aftermath of the Cold War because of
aggressive small states armed with WMDs. By 2003 it looked as if he had got
things right. No country came within sight of the US in terms of defence
expenditure and capabilities, and conservative isolationism never became the
power that he feared. Just as it looked as if isolationism might have developed
into something potent, 9/11 transformed things. In that transformation came
for many the ultimate justification of Krauthammer’s fears of increased,
rather than diminished, dangers after the Cold War. It also made America’s
power dominance palpable and turned the moment into the unipolar era.

No state or grouping of states can match the US in any category of power,
according to Krauthammer. Since the end of the Cold War putative chal-
lengers have not materialised: Japan has suffered economic decline; Germany
stagnated and responded ineffectively to the challenge of the First Gulf War;
Russia became drastically weakened; and the EU turned inward preoccupied
with integration. Only China forged ahead and appeared as a possible con-
tender, but its starting point was so low on the scales of power that it would
take a very long time for its potential to materialise into an actual challenge: in
2003 it spent $50–70 billion on defence compared with around $386 billion by
the US. On top of all this, 9/11 has made US latent military power fully
palpable. It demonstrated US economic resilience as its economy soon
returned to normality, and broadened the US alliance base, for example, with
China, Pakistan and Russia all moving into a more cooperative mode with
America. Krauthammer argues for a benignly directed unilateralism that
should seek to preserve unipolarity and this he believes is the best way to
preserve peace. He claims that there are two basic approaches to world order:
paper and power. The former relies on law and morality, the latter on power.
And only power can be relied on in a world characterised by the realist as
insecure chaos. ‘The new unilateralism defines American interests far beyond
narrow self-defense. In particular, it identifies two other major interests, both
global: extending the peace by advancing democracy and preserving the peace
by acting as a balancer of last resort.’23

Krauthammer, like his fellow neo-conservatives, is often vague about how
American and non-American interests are to be reconciled. Offering the plati-
tude that unipolarity should be managed benignly is hardly likely to reassure
those who hold different values and priorities from the US; for example,
regarding the environment and global warming among other Western powers,
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and regarding religious and family values among many non-Western societies
that are at odds with either America’s secularism, or its Christianity, and
extreme individualism. Also, the intriguing mixture of realism and conser-
vative idealism do not always blend smoothly together. After professing the
value of realism and power and denigrating the effectiveness of ‘paper’ in the
form of law and values in the international realm, we are told that the spread
of democracy is a useful strategy for keeping the peace. Thus, when Kraut-
hammer claims that the unipolar moment has metamorphosed into the uni-
polar era, not everyone sees such a coherent picture as he, nor is everyone as
reassured about its desirability. Neo-conservatives in the George W. Bush
administration have largely followed Krauthammer’s prescriptions by trying
to square the realist–idealist circle by adopting a strategy that would spread
democracy and the free market (American idealism) by the use of force where
necessary (American realism).

Huntington offers an alternative realist vision where civilisations replace
states. His hypothesis is that ‘the fundamental source of conflict in this new
world will not be primarily ideological or primarily economic. The great divi-
sions among humankind and the dominating source of conflict will be cul-
tural.’24 He identifies eight major civilisations: Western, Confucian, Japanese,
Islamic, Hindu, Slavic Orthodox, Latin American and possibly (!) African. He
believes that conflict will occur along these fault lines, especially between the
West and Islam, because of differences of history, language, culture and ‘most
important, religion’. Just how plausible this is depends on the credibility of
Huntington’s categories. Why should there be such distinctive differences
between the West, Latin America and Slavic Orthodox civilisations when
Christianity is a common thread and Huntington claims religion to be the
most important defining factor of civilisations? Does he overexaggerate the
reaction against Western values and overemphasise the impact of religious
fundamentalism? If it is so difficult for cultures to assimilate or coexist, how is
it that the American experience has been, although not without its difficulties,
so successful? Are his categories really as impermeable as he suggests? Are they
pitted one against the other? Do not the things that comprise a common
humanity override the cultural differences? Or are these points simply the cant
of over-optimistic idealism? Whatever one might think, the fearful image of
clashing civilisations has impacted on public opinion, especially on the West’s
view of Islam, and on US policy-makers.

A third realist interpretation is offered by Mearsheimer who warned in 1990
that the situation at the end of the Cold War made Europe more not less
dangerous. To many this seemed absurd, but Mearsheimer and the idea of
absurdity do not go easily together. He is a neo-realist who believes that first-
order causes of war ‘lie more in the structure of the international system than
in the nature of individual states. . . . This competitive world is peaceful when
it is obvious that the costs and risks of going to war are high, and the benefits
of going to war are low. Two aspects of military power are at the heart of this
incentive structure: the distribution of power between states, and the nature of
power available to them.’25 The Cold War peace in Europe was thus the result
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of a bipolar distribution of roughly equal power based ultimately on nuclear
weapons. With the disappearance of that structure the distribution of power
will become multipolar and thus unstable because it is more complex. There
are more possibilities for shifting alliances. Calculations of power are more
difficult to make and there is greater scope for misunderstandings. In short,
Europe has become a potentially volatile sub-system in which costs and
risks of going to war are lowered and benefits of going to war enhanced. To
counteract these dangers, Mearsheimer proposes that there should be a
managed proliferation of nuclear weapons (at least to Germany) in order to
create a system of complex deterrence, that the US should remain in Europe
to help manage the system, and that it should take steps to prevent the
re-emergence of hyper-nationalism.

The key problem with Mearsheimer’s analysis is vagueness about the
relationship between the domestic (second-order) and international systemic
(first-order) causal factors of war. Just how important second-order causes are
and how the line should be drawn separating them from first-order causes is
never clearly stipulated. If domestic second-order causes such as hyper-
nationalism turned out in fact to be first-order causes, as they seem to have
been in the Serbian-Kosovo tragedy, then in other situations democracy might
be similarly elevated in the causal chain. Perhaps the picture is not quite as
Mearsheimer represents it. Neo-realism needs to take account of other dimen-
sions. One would be foolish not to take on board Mearsheimer’s argu-
ments, which punctured the naive optimism of liberal idealists at the end of
the Cold War, but it might also be less than wise not to give more weight to the
impact of democracy and economic interdependence on the way that the
international system operates.

Finally in the realist mould, Kenneth Waltz offers undiluted neo-realist
assumptions about systemic explanations of international relations, and
arrives at a slightly more optimistic scenario than Mearsheimer. Waltz believes
that nuclear weapons are the great levellers, which create equality among states
because of deterrence. He looks for proliferation to sustain order and allow
states to pursue economic competition. States will continue to prioritise their
own selfish national interests, but in a world where anarchy and competition
are moderated and ordered by nuclear deterrence.26 Unfortunately, this of
course overlooks both the problem of irrational rogue states, which might be
willing to use nuclear weapons irrespective of the consequences for themselves,
and terrorists acquiring nuclear weapons, and using them immune from
retaliation, and thus liberated from the constraints of deterrence, because they
own no physical space that can be targeted for retribution.

The realist/neo-realist picture of the post-Cold War world is on the one
hand very much ‘back-to-the-future’, in that a multipolar system has re-
emerged after the stability of the bipolar Cold War, but it is governed by the
same basic variables of international anarchy, power and the need for each
state to defend itself. For Huntington, the problem is clashing civilisations
rather than states but in the same anarchic type system. For Mearsheimer, the
problem is the inherent instability of multipolarity. And, for Waltz, the key is
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the stabilising effect of nuclear deterrence, which leads him to advocate pro-
liferation. However, he still sees dangers in an uncertain world where security
competition continues much as before. On the other hand, there is Kraut-
hammer’s novel unipolar era in which the US should act benignly, but sustain
its unipolarity and use its power to spread democracy and balance any aggres-
sive regional power. For none of them is there a New World Order in the way
Bush spoke of it or in the way liberal idealists conceptualise things.

Legitimacy and interventionism

But She Goes Not Abroad In Search Of Monsters to Destroy
John Quincy Adams, 1821

How, when, why and at what cost should the US intervene militarily in the
affairs of other states? These questions are perennial, but they came into sharp
focus at the end of the Cold War. The reason for that was twofold: first, the
ready-made justification for interventions provided by containment and anti-
communism was no longer available and legitimacy and authority for action
had to be found elsewhere; second, opportunities for intervention beckoned
strongly as America now had unchallengeable power and there seemed to be a
real prospect for collective security responses in a world no longer troubled by
a Manichean divide. Questions about military intervention have a lengthy
progeny stretching back through the ages and connect with the long-standing
debate about the nature of just wars. War, or military intervention that would
likely lead to de facto if not de jure war, has traditionally been seen as an
action of last resort. The theory of just war stipulates that there has to be
proportionality between the level of violence used and the goals to be
achieved. The cure must not be worse than the original affliction. There are
two standard forms of justification that lend legitimacy to military interven-
tions: humanitarian grounds to save many lives that would otherwise be lost;
and a clear and present danger to the state from a potential aggressor that
justifies pre-emptive action. It is important to note that neither of these condi-
tions, if they pertain, justifies a disproportionate use of force: there are still
standards of care and duties that need to be met if the action is to sustain its
legitimacy. There must also always be concerns about and answers to the
question: what comes next? By definition an intervention is temporary and at
some point affairs have to be handed over to the indigenous population. Will
they sustain the remedy imposed by force? Is an effective exit strategy available
that leads to a peaceful withdrawal and a satisfactory long-term outcome?27

When the simplicities of the Cold War were replaced by the complexities of
the post-Cold War world questions about intervention became more difficult
to answer. No longer did Cold War certainties provide easy answers. George
H. Bush and Clinton were troubled by these new complexities and the ongoing
debate and disputes about the nature of the new international system. The
merging of domestic and foreign policy compounded the problem by raising
new questions about the nature of security.

138 The end of the Cold War



The end of the Cold War accelerated a trend to reconceptualise security and
this had an impact on questions about military interventionism. Liberated
from the constraints of bipolarity, which had been bedrocked, in security
terms, on the respective nuclear deterrents of the two superpowers, less trad-
itional notions of security began to gain currency. All of a sudden security
studies was able to consider more broadly cast definitions that had previously
been pushed to the periphery, or totally excluded from consideration by the
imperative of survival in a nuclear perilous bipolar world. According to
scholars such as Buzan in his widely read People, States and Fear,28 it was
important to incorporate crime, drugs, health, economics and identity among
other factors into the study of security communities. Such ideas further com-
plicated conceptions of the international terrain, especially when others
such as David Baldwin and Lawrence Freedman challenged the new security
studies, alleging that it was conceptually confused and ill-focused.29 These are
exactly the same kinds of criticism that the authors of the new security studies
had levelled at the traditionalists.

US policy-makers responded to all this by establishing three priorities:
emphasis on the importance of engagement and democratic enlargement; the
promotion of the free market; and concern about regional security prob-
lems, which incorporated some of the new security thinking. Bush and his
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Colin Powell, directed the
consequent reorientation of US foreign policy to regional conflicts. The
key question was: under what circumstances should the US intervene?
The new strategy envisaged by Bush and Powell built on the Weinberger
Doctrine promulgated in November 1984:

1. Our vital interests must be at stake.
2. The issues are so important for the future of the United States

and our allies that we are prepared to commit enough forces to
win.

3. We have clearly defined political and military objectives, which we
must secure.

4. We have sized our forces to meet our objectives.
5. We have some reasonable assurance of the support of the

American people.
6. U.S. forces are committed to combat only as a last resort.30

Powell added to this that intervention by US military force would take place
only where full and overwhelming US power could be brought to bear. At the
end of Bush’s presidency, Powell recited a litany of successful US missions and
claimed the reason ‘for our success is that in every instance we have carefully
matched the use of military force to our political objectives’.31 But just how
accurately does this sum up the US experience during these crucial hinge years
of the closing of the Cold War and the opening on to a new world order? Had
the Bush administration actually crafted a repeatable strategy to solve the
problem of interventionism as Powell’s self-satisfaction seemed to suggest?
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Interventionism in the 1990s was still suffused with the Vietnam Syndrome.
Bush was determined to lay this to rest because he believed it imposed
restraints on US foreign policy that undermined its effectiveness. In Panama in
1989 and in the Gulf War in 1991 the US acted largely in accordance with the
Weinberger/Powell criteria, though in the latter case there was lingering doubt
about a clean exit strategy as the US continued to police the skies over Iraq. In
Panama, the US acted decisively and successfully in a unilateral operation. In
the Gulf War, the US acted decisively and successfully in a multilateral oper-
ation at the head of an impressively large coalition. This success prompted
Bush’s New World Order rhetoric and raised hopes of some form of robust
collective security, especially as the demise of the Cold War enabled Moscow
to cooperate with Washington against Iraq. For Bush, these interventions also
finally appeared to dispel the Vietnam Syndrome, but a humanitarian inter-
vention in Somalia, Operation Restore Hope, which he bequeathed to his
successor, soon resurrected the problem he thought that he had put to rest. It
also indicated that while interventions might have been well handled by the
Bush administration, this was no guarantee of success in the future.

In the 1992 election campaign Clinton had been critical of Bush and had
spoken out in favour of a more positive policy for dealing with the tragedy
unfolding in Bosnia as the old Yugoslavia fragmented and ethnic slaughter
became commonplace. Secretaries of State Warren Christopher and
Madeleine Albright spoke of assertive multilateralism with the US taking the
lead, supported by other members of the international community, to inter-
vene in order to right or prevent the wrongs of genocide, failing states and
famines. However, it took a long time and many deaths in Bosnia before
Clinton made action match rhetoric. In his first year in office he concentrated
on domestic affairs and even when, in 1993, he and his advisers affirmed that
the US must remain internationalist, it was unclear how this would be trans-
lated into action. While Secretary of State Christopher gave a forceful
exposition of the Doyle democratic peace theory,32 Clinton set in motion a
policy review on humanitarian interventions that resulted in PDD-25, but in
between the initiation and the promulgation of the report, American Rangers
were killed in Somalia. After that the Congress and the administration began
to backtrack on interventionism. Somalia undermined faith in assertive
multilateralism and there was a move away from the UN and complicated
command structures to US leadership through NATO. But this again raised
the questions about when, where and how the US should intervene.

Bosnia and the Serb leader, Slobodan Milosevic, soon provided a test case
for Clinton’s more cautious pragmatism. Until 1995, the US maintained a
distance between itself and the Bosnian crisis, notwithstanding Clinton’s
criticisms of his predecessor’s inaction. Clinton averred that there were no
US interests directly involved and public opinion did not mandate a more
vigorous line. Nevertheless, while both rhetoric and policy prevaricated, the
Bottom-up Review of military strategy initiated by the President was released
in September 1993 and appeared to confirm the internationalist and Wilsonian
idealist facet of Clinton. Apart from predictable conclusions, such as the need
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to restrict the spread of nuclear weapons, the emphasis was on regional con-
flicts. The US needed the ability to deal with two major ones simultaneously.
In addition, it should seek to foster democratic values and be prepared to
‘participate effectively in multilateral peace enforcement and unilateral
intervention operations that could include peacekeeping, humanitarian assist-
ance, counterdrug and counterterrorism activities’.33 So, regional intervention
policy was still the main focus with a stronger commitment than Bush’s to
democratic enlargement. Was it for these reasons that US policy in Bosnia was
transformed in 1995 with the launching of the Holbrooke mission, which led
to the Dayton Peace Accords and the commitment of 20,000 US troops?34 Not
according to one scholar:

The State Department’s Bosnia study confirms that most senior foreign
policy officials, most notably the president himself, were surprised to learn
in June 1995 that U.S. troops might soon be on their way to Bosnia
whether the administration liked it or not. The confusion stemmed from
an earlier presidential decision that, should the situation on the ground
become chaotic . . ., NATO would intervene to help the blue helmets flee.
. . . While an intervention to limit U.N. failure would be dangerous and
humiliating, the White House figured that reneging on its promise to
NATO would destroy the remains of its credibility and devastate an
already frayed alliance. . . . What one Clinton adviser called ‘the single
most difficult decision of [Clinton’s] presidency – to send troops to
Bosnia’ has been made without anyone realizing it.35

Neither ideology nor realist self-interest seem able to explain this. Instead US
intervention was the result of contingency and a lack of careful consideration
of what appeared to be a limited engagement (to help UN forces pull out).
Clinton had declared that there were no directly threatened US interests.
Democratic enlargement was hardly a primary consideration and humanitar-
ian concerns emerged only rather belatedly. Nothing more than lip-service was
paid to either exit strategy, or to the cautionary language of PDD-25.

No sooner was the Bosnian crisis contained than Milosevic posed a new
problem. Richard Holbrooke again entered the fray and tried to persuade
Milosevic to stop the Yugoslav Serb army from attacking the Albanian minor-
ity in Kosovo. He failed. In the crisis that ensued, ambiguities in US inter-
vention strategy, contradictions in its policies and difficulties with allies all
impacted on the way US policy developed in the future. The US responded
much more quickly to Kosovo than it had to the original Balkan crisis
because of fear that the Dayton Accords might unravel and US prestige be
undermined. But this raised the dangers and difficulties of mission creep
and of establishing effective exit strategies. The NATO bombing campaign
that now followed, conducted predominantly by the US, exposed serious
interoperability and effectiveness of command problems. After Kosovo, the
Pentagon viewed military operations in the field with allies as a burden not an
advantage, and the US also vowed not to wage war again by committee. Both
of these factors fed into a growing preference for unilateralism in Washington.
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When the air war was slow to achieve results, British Prime Minister Blair
urged President Clinton to consider committing ground troops. Clinton was
most reluctant to do that, partly because of the kind of doubts long fostered
by the Vietnam Syndrome. In the end, after a longer period of air strikes than
many had expected and with a growing threat that ground troops might go in,
Milosevic eventually gave way and Serbia withdrew from Kosovo. The US now
urged that Milosevic should be arrested and tried for war crimes at the Inter-
national Court of Justice in The Hague and that the UN should engage with
reconstruction efforts in the Balkans. Neither of these demands sat well with
the facts that the US and NATO acted in Kosovo without a UN mandate and
that the US had insisted that US military personnel would not be subject to
international jurisdiction. International law, it seemed, applied only when it
was convenient for the US.

Clinton flexed American military muscle in Haiti in 1994 (see Chapter 12)
and successively in Bosnia and Kosovo, but these were pragmatic and ad hoc
actions that revealed his administration’s failure to answer satisfactorily the
major questions about interventionism in the post-Cold war era. George W.
Bush addressed these questions, particularly after 9/11, in a rather different,
though not necessarily more successful, way.

According to Arthur Schlesinger Jr, who has been preoccupied for many
years with the war-making capability of presidents, the George W. Bush
administration has taken the attitude that waging war is not a policy of last
resort to be declared by the Congress, but a question of presidential choice.36

The strategic doctrine now in place calls for preventative military action
against rather opaque and distant dangers, not pre-emptive action against
clear and present dangers. They are dangers that simply might prove to be a
threat in the future to the security of the US, rather than being an actual
palpable present danger. This doctrine was applied to Iraq.

Cold War containment’s justification for military intervention has now been
replaced by the justification that rogue states and terrorists may need to be
preventatively struck before they can strike. Furthermore, the US has made it
clear that it does not require the approval of the international community in
the guise of the UN, nor even broad multilateral support, to launch such
strikes. Questions of prudence, proportionality, legitimacy, authority and
about what comes next have been subordinated to a new overriding priority to
engage robustly in the war on terrorism. This is a more pro-active policy than
containment and places a great burden on the judgement that the danger of a
future threat to US security justifies sending the US military into situations of
de facto war in order to prevent that danger from materialising. There is logic
to the strategy, which addresses the difficulty of dealing with terrorists who
elude the scope of deterrence, but it is contrary to the long tradition of just
war, which allows for pre-emptive strikes against clear and present dangers,
but is silent on preventative strikes. It is contrary to international law. It
devalues the worth of multilateral acts and the legitimacy and authority that
accompany them. Such a strategy could also be unconstitutional if it stretches
the inherent powers of the CIC to commit US troops to combat too far. Thus,
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for the sake of apparently solving the problem of how to deal with terrorists
who have no territorial base and who are thus immune to retaliation and hence
deterrence, the Bush administration has opened a Pandora’s Box of problems.

Conclusion

The end of the Cold War changed the world. American power may not have
been primarily responsible for the end of the Soviet regime, but it had success-
fully contained it and the US abides as the one remaining world superpower.
Its power and its capabilities are truly awesome, but it has struggled to devise a
clear picture of the world out there and for a coherent strategy for dealing with
it. For a while, at least for Americans, these problems did not appear too
pressing as there was no ostensible threat to US national security. Under
George H. Bush, the US spoke conservatively, but adjusted and adapted to a
radically changing world and practised a multilateralism in the First Gulf War
that embraced both the UN and the old foe, the Soviet Union. Under Bill
Clinton, the US initially turned more inwards, but spoke strongly of assertive
multilateralism and after much prevarication shouldered the burden of dealing
with the tragedy in the Balkans. There were still many uncertainties about how
US policy would evolve, but US leadership seemed comfortable with a US-led
form of multilateralism, cooperation with the UN, and with appropriate inhib-
itions about the use of force. Then came 9/11 and the Bush administration’s
response: unilateralism and the doctrine of preventative strike.

There is no doubt that military intervention is sometimes justified, but it
always endangers that most precious of all rights, the right to life. The Found-
ing Fathers tried to ensure this would never happen without congressional
approval through a declaration of war, or, if the US were actually under the
threat of invasion, then the CIC would have the authority to order the armed
forces into combat. In 2003, even if Iraq had possessed WMDs, no one
claimed that they could be launched against the US. Under these circum-
stances it is difficult to see what could justify the US launching a preventative
war against Iraq. But the past has always gone. It is in the future that the
problem of interventionism will return again. If the current security doctrine
of preventative strike remains unmodified then it will provide a logical strategy
to deal with the challenge of terrorism. However, the key question that has
to be addressed is whether the cost of that logic in terms of undermining
international law, weakening the UN, creating disarray in the community of
Western and friendly states, diminishing US soft power, eroding American
domestic liberties, weakening the integrity of the US constitution, and sacri-
ficing lives both American and non-American, is proportional to the objective
to be achieved. How the present and future administrations deal with these
issues will largely determine the extent to which 9/11 is seen as a catalyst for
radical change in US foreign policy. Certainly, the US’s new-found unilateral-
ism and the deployment of a strategy of preventative strike are radical and
could have even more far-reaching effects than have already emerged from the
war in Iraq, both within the US and the international community.
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10 The US and post-Cold War
Europe

No relationship shaped post-Second World War American foreign policy
more decisively than that with the USSR and no relationship was more
important to America than that with Western Europe. Bush’s incipient New
World Order begged the question of how America would transform long-
standing US–USSR enmity into peaceful and cooperative coexistence and
demanded that the transatlantic bargain be successfully renegotiated. The US
and EU combined enjoyed economic and military preponderance and struc-
tural empowerment, having largely initiated and dominated the world’s
principal multilateral forums, including the UN, NATO, G-7, IMF and GATT.
Moreover, Europe was still home to America’s most natural allies given the
combination of historical ties, shared values, interdependence and belief that
exporting the values underpinning the North Atlantic security community
best provided for developing peace and security elsewhere.

In the mid-1990s Boris Yeltsin spoke of a ‘Cold Peace’ in US–Russia
relations and analysts asked whether the US even had a Russia policy. Specu-
lation also developed about the health of the US–EU relationship as NATO
entered an existential crisis, American strategic priorities shifted to Asia and
the Middle East and the EU became ambitious of developing a hard security
capacity to complement its established soft power resources. Long before
George W. Bush assumed office some observers talked of transatlantic drift or
even of divorce. How can these apparently deteriorating relationships be
accounted for? What factors have shaped US policy? Is Kagan right to depict
the US and EU in his ‘Power and Weakness’ essay as inhabiting different
worlds of Mars and Venus?1 Has the Bush administration’s proclivity for uni-
lateralism set America apart from the EU and Russia too often and with too
little thought for the consequences?

American calculations and structures of US–EU cooperation2

The end of the Cold War reinforced America’s self-perception as leader of the
civilised world but its unipolar moment was clouded by influential predictions
of relative decline, pressing domestic issues and uncertainty about how to lead
the world and to what ends. Washington’s interest in renegotiating the US–EU
relationship was thus underscored by apprehension and opportunity. Potential



European introspection played on lingering fears from the Reagan adminis-
tration of a ‘Fortress Europe’ that discriminated against American exports
and left the US burdened with unsustainable international commitments.
Conversely, it was important to guard against EU ‘over-assertion’. The EC
had increasingly challenged American leadership during the 1980s and US
influence over its erstwhile protégé could now weaken further given the relative
downgrading of mutual defence considerations, NATO’s uncertain future,
German reunification and prospective EU enlargement. The latter also threat-
ened to incur for America involuntary additional de facto security guarantees.
New EU members would be able to join the WEU and, even without becom-
ing members of NATO, they might secure its protection through interlocking
collective security obligations created by EU states that were members of both
institutions. Any attack on a WEU state would be taken as an attack on all
WEU states and that would include some members of NATO, which would
then also have to activate its own collective security obligations, which would
draw in the US.

More optimistically, a more capable EU might better share the burdens of
international leadership and allow the US to shed some of its European
commitments in favour of emerging priorities elsewhere. Disproportionate
American security contributions were ever less justifiable to Congress and the
electorate. Hence President Bush welcomed Chancellor Kohl in 1989 as a
‘partner in leadership’ and supported German reunification – itself ‘con-
tained’ by NATO membership and deeper integration within the EU. He
also agreed in July 1989 that the European Commission should coordinate
financial assistance to Central and Eastern Europe. The EU’s normative and
economic power was a potential stabilising force in Europe and twin inter-
governmental conferences in readiness for the Treaty on European Union
promised to improve its capacity for purposive security action.

The Bush administration sought to renegotiate a bilateral relationship built
on years of cooperation, shared interests and common values. Bush worked
hard to assuage European concerns about German reunification and to
develop modalities for improved consultation. He met European Commission
President Jacques Delors five times during 1989, the Commission’s Delegation
to Washington was upgraded to full diplomatic status and in December 1989
Secretary of State James Baker called for a ‘New Atlanticism’. On 20 Novem-
ber 1990 the Declaration on EC–US Relations was concluded, which among
other things formally recognised the EC’s developing identity in economic and
monetary matters, in foreign policy and in the domain of security.

The Clinton administration redoubled efforts to embed further the trans-
atlantic relationship against a backdrop of deepening crisis in the Balkans and
mutual fears of transatlantic drift. Most significant was the New Transatlantic
Agenda (NTA) and its accompanying Joint Action Plan (JAP). Adopted at the
Madrid Summit on 3 December 1995, the NTA was hailed by US Ambassador
to the EU Stuart Eizenstat as ‘the first time we have dealt comprehensively
with the EU, not simply as a trade and economic organization, but as a partner
in a whole array of foreign policy and diplomatic initiatives’. In the economic
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field ambitious moves were made in the direction of establishing a common
transatlantic market and in the security domain by the development of a joint
transatlantic security agenda and measures for collaboration and burden-
sharing. The US and EU were to exercise joint leadership in the consolidation
of democracy in Russia and Central Europe and in the reconstruction of
Bosnia and Herzegovina, and to concert their efforts in preventative diplo-
macy, provision of humanitarian assistance and promotion of multilateral free
trade.3 The George W. Bush administration subsequently drove a NTA
upgrade at the June 2001 Gothenburg Summit by developing six strategic
themes. The emphasis was on clear and sustainable political priorities and
more streamlined, political and results-orientated methods of cooperation.

US–EU economic relationship

American interest in the transatlantic relationship was sustained in part by
profound economic interdependence with Europe. Statistics capture some of
this. In 2004 the EU accounted for 21.1% of US merchandise exports and
19.2% of its imports. In terms of services it took 34% of American exports and
provided 37.3% of American imports. And there is more, for it is important to
consider other linkages too, such as capital flows – especially foreign direct
investment (FDI). In 2004, $83.3 billion net flowed from US residents to EU
countries in direct investments and $48.2 billion net flowed the other way. At
the end of 2003, 47.2% of all US FDI was vested in the EU and the EU held
62% of FDI stocks in the US.4

US businesses and investors have contributed much to the vitality of the
transatlantic economic relationship. Although critical of ‘continental corpor-
atism’, these interests remain convinced of Europe’s stability, general com-
mitment to trade liberalisation and value in terms of risk-adjusted returns.
The size of the EU market, prospective further enlargement and comparative
advantages of the Single Market programme all attract US inward investment
– between 1995 and 2001 this increased sevenfold. However, positive govern-
ment action boosts business confidence, and the JAP, under the headline ‘Con-
tributing to the Expansion of World Trade and Closer Economic Relations’,
set out objectives that included creating a New Transatlantic Marketplace by
progressively reducing or eliminating barriers to the free flow of goods, ser-
vices and capital. This was augmented in May 1998 by the decision at the
London Summit to launch the Transatlantic Economic Partnership and in
December 2002 by agreement of the Positive Economic Agenda, complete
with its own roadmap. Moreover, the economic relationship has assumed
increasing political importance. Against the backdrop of profound trans-
atlantic differences over US-led intervention in Iraq, American Under-
Secretary of Commerce for International Trade, Grant Aldonas, declared that
‘[i]f there was ever a time when we really needed to . . . try and remove . . .
obstacles to trade between the United States and Europe now is the time’.5

The EU is also America’s most important partner in shaping the global
economic agenda and institutions of governance. Their economies are vital to
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the global economy. Between 1995 and 2003 the US accounted for 60% of
cumulative growth in world output and the EU for approximately a further
10%. In 2003 they accounted for 29% of world merchandise exports and 35.4%
of imports. That same year they accounted for 43% of world service exports
and 38.2% of imports. And in 2001–03 they accounted for 48.9% of world
FDI inflows and 73.9% of outflows. Moreover, combined they have un-
rivalled institutionalised economic power. The US and EU25 account for five
of the G-8 and enjoy voting power of 48.97% in the IMF and 44.37% in the
World Bank. They are also instrumental in driving free trade – as in the Doha
Development Round – and in determining trade patterns through ‘competitive
liberalisation’, meaning the contemporaneous pursuit of bilateral, regional
and global free trade agreements. Furthermore, their exchange rates can pro-
foundly affect global economic performance. Dollar–euro volatility has
impinged negatively on employment and domestic investment in Argentina
and Brazil, and exchange rate volatility across the G-3 currency areas (euro-
zone, US and Japan) can severely affect Third World countries. G-3 exchange
rate volatility and misalignments, especially the strength of the dollar, coupled
with inflexible exchange rate regimes, played a significant part in the build-up
to the spectacular Asia and Argentine economic crises.6

Despite and even because of the volume of shared trade, FDI and interests
as technologically advanced economies, US policy-makers have found the EU
to be an increasingly difficult post-Cold War economic partner. This is due
principally to three factors: the EU is an intense economic rival as well as a
partner; the EU has pooled sovereignty sufficiently in trade matters to speak as
a powerful bloc; and the EU has capitalised upon US membership of the
WTO, which constitutes a major exception to US general unwillingness to
surrender sovereignty. The pattern of trade disputes demonstrates US–EU
friction and the latter’s growing willingness to confront the US. In the 1960s
and 1970s the US had just three serious trade disputes with the EU; between
the establishment of the WTO in 1995 and July 2003 this rose to 55 disputes.
Of disputes during the 1980s the US initiated 85.7%; between 1995 and July
2003 it initiated 52.7%. US-initiated action includes the Clinton adminis-
tration’s championship of Chiquita Brands International in the so-called
banana war and its appeal against EU bans on hormone treated beef and
genetically modified crops on public health and environmental grounds. The
Bush administration has likewise protested ‘unfair’ EU practices, including
the European Commission’s decision to allow de facto subsidisation of the
AirBus 380. Conversely the EU successfully appealed US foreign sales corpor-
ations as being illegal tax concessions, forced the Bush administration to
abandon highly controversial three-year safeguard tariffs of up to 30%
imposed on steel imports in March 2002, and in June 2003 initiated WTO
action against allegedly discriminatory ‘zeroing practice’ – a method for
calculating penalties for dumping goods at below cost price.

Other recurrent sources of transatlantic economic friction include mutual
application of extraterritorial measures and the euro’s emergence as a world
currency. The US has reacted angrily to increasingly assertive European

The US and post-Cold War Europe 147



Commission scrutiny of, and intervention in, mergers and acquisitions in
other countries – despite this essentially being the counterpart of US anti-trust
legislation. Relations became particularly tense once the Commission estab-
lished a precedent in June 2000 for blocking mergers of purely American
companies by refusing to approve the takeover of the US’s third-largest tele-
communications company Sprint by its rival WorldCom. In this, and other
cases such as its blocking of General Electric’s proposed takeover of Honey-
well in 2001, Americans have often seen the Commission’s interpretation of
‘market domination’ as a means to prevent US companies from dominating
markets through their technological leadership. The US, though, also uses
extraterritorial measures for advantage or as part of its wider foreign policy.
For example, Helms-Burton legislation provided for the extraterritorial appli-
cation to EU companies and individuals of the US economic isolation of
Cuba, and the Iran–Libya Sanctions Act (ILSA) contained extraterritorial
provisions designed to increase the economic isolation of these countries
without disadvantaging American companies. The ILSA empowered US
presidents to impose two countermeasures, drawn from a substantial list, upon
any foreign company that invested more than $40 million annually in either the
Iranian or Libyan energy sectors.

As for the euro, some analysts initially feared that its launch in 1999 would
feed transatlantic tension because it might be seen as a challenge to the Ameri-
can dollar’s hegemony.7 In the event, the exchange rate has so far proven more
controversial. The euro plummeted from its launch value on 1 January 1999 of
$1.17 to $0.84 on 24 November 2000. This made eurozone exports steadily
cheaper on world markets traditionally dominated by the US dollar and dis-
advantaged American exports. As early as 1999 the first American complaints
were heard about insufficient EU effort to support the euro. Five years on the
position has reversed. On 21 September 2005 the euro was worth fractionally
more against the dollar than its original launch price. This meant a depreci-
ation of the dollar against the euro since November 2000 of approximately
31%, and it has been European exporters complaining during this adjustment
about the dollar’s weakness and American talking-down of their currency.8

Further weakening of the dollar against the euro could extinguish what
sluggish growth exists within the eurozone – a risk exacerbated by the extent of
the US deficit.

The US–EU security relationship

While US administrations fretted about EU economic competition and strug-
gled to impose their will upon the world’s most powerful trading block, in the
security domain they worried more about the asymmetry of US–European
relations and the future of NATO. The George H. Bush, Clinton and George
W. Bush administrations have pursued relatively consistently three objectives
herein. First, they have wanted the EU to accept greater international security
commitments. All have thus welcomed its roles in exporting security to Central
and Eastern Europe and in Balkan reconstruction, especially through the
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stabilisation and association process. They have also broadly supported the
EU’s development of the Common European Security and Defence Policy
(CESDP) and a limited hard security capacity that is designed to meet
responsibilities accepted in the Amsterdam Treaty (1997) for the Petersberg
Tasks, which include humanitarian and rescue tasks and peacekeeping.

Successive Helsinki Headline Goals have sought to develop the capabilities
necessary to fully equip the EU Rapid Reaction Force (EURRF), which envis-
ages EU member states being able to deploy 60,000 troops within 60 days and
to sustain them operationally for a year. US administrations intended that
these developments should complement NATO and free up American forces
from peacekeeping in the Balkans and Afghanistan. Evidence of developing
EU capabilities and EU–NATO cooperation includes Operations Concordia,
Artemis and Althea. Concordia was the EU’s first military peace support
operation and followed on from NATO’s Operation Essential Harvest and
Task Force Fox in support of the Ohrid Framework Agreement in the Former
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia. In Operation Althea the EU succeeded
SFOR in Bosnia in December 2004, and Artemis demonstrated the Union’s
potential usefulness in areas further afield and of limited US interest – France
serving as framework nation for intervention in the Democratic Republic of
Congo in 2003.

The second key objective of all three US presidencies has been to ensure
that NATO, as America’s primary instrument of influence in Europe, retains
its primacy within the European security architecture. Washington thus sup-
ported NATO outreach programmes such as Partnership for Peace (PFP),9

expanding the organisation’s remit, breaking the out-of-area taboo, and,
under the Clinton and George W. Bush administrations, two rounds of
enlargement that increased its membership to 26 countries – many new mem-
bers being former communist nations. US officials have also repeatedly
insisted upon NATO primacy. The Dobbins démarche set out the George H.
Bush administration’s opposition to the development of the WEU outside
NATO; Madeleine Albright warned in December 1999 against the so-called
‘three Ds’ of delinking, duplication and discrimination in the development of
a European Security and Defence Identity (ESDI); and Secretary of Defense
Rumsfeld cautioned in February 2001 against reducing NATO’s effectiveness
by confusing duplication or by perturbing the transatlantic link. Furthermore,
US administrations have consistently sought maximum influence over the
structure, objectives and missions of first a European pillar within NATO and
subsequently CESDP. The Clinton administration’s Combined Joint Task
Force initiative tried to head off an autonomous European military capability
by giving the US a de facto veto through Europe effectively having to borrow
key American assets in a military operation. The same premise runs through
the current Berlin Plus arrangements, which set out provisions for assured EU
access to NATO planning facilities for the conduct of crisis management
operations. Secretary of State Colin Powell outlined in December 2003 what,
in the American view, the so-called Berlin Plus road meant: ‘When a mission
comes along, if NATO for one reason or another is not prepared to accept that
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mission, then the EU should consider it first drawing on NATO assets. But if
that also is not appropriate and the mission is within the capacity of the EU to
handle alone without drawing on NATO assets, then the EU should certainly
take a look at that.’10

The third consistent aspect of US policy towards the EU in the security
domain has been to underscore its leadership claims by emphasising its mili-
tary superiority and continuing European dependency. Slow US commitment
to Bosnia and Clinton’s failure to support the Vance–Owen peace plan were
‘as if there was a need to demonstrate that the Europeans could not succeed
without US help’. Military intervention in Bosnia and later in Kosovo high-
lighted European limitations. US aircraft flew 65.9% of the 3,515 sorties dur-
ing Operation Deliberate Force; four years later in Operation Allied Force this
proportion increased to almost 79% of the 38,004 sorties flown. Meantime,
from a potential two million military personnel European NATO members
struggled to provide just 40,000 troops for Kosovo and to maintain thereafter
50,000 peacekeepers in the wider Balkans.11

Successive US administrations have also criticised heavily EU and NATO
Europe military spending, capabilities and investment in military-related
research and development. They have a valid point. In 2004 the US dedicated
3.9% of GDP to defence spending, which totalled approximately $462 billion –
equivalent to the next 32 most powerful nations combined. Estimates suggest
that pushing ahead with Joint Vision 2020 and absorbing spiralling costs in
Iraq will lead US defence expenditure to equal the rest of the world combined
by the end of 2006. In the meantime, in 2004 NATO Europe collectively spent
$235 billion at an average 1.83% of GDP, well below the world average of
2.6%. The US neither expects nor wants the EU or NATO Europe to match its
defence spending. It does, though, want more effective European spending at
least to enable it to delegate tasks such as peacekeeping. The European Com-
mission indicated in March 2003 Europe’s limited military potency per $
expenditure, estimating that EU15 military capability was just 10% of
America’s.12

America’s approach to European security and to the EU’s development as a
security actor has thus been seemingly consistent and clear: it wants greater
European burden-sharing and military capabilities, an informal US seat at the
EU table and guaranteed NATO primacy. However, matters are not so
straightforward. These objectives run into EU ambitions and the resentment
of some of its member states about perceived US arrogance and/or lack of
consultation. This long predates the current Bush administration. European
Commission Vice-President Leon Brittan explicitly warned in September 1998
‘that co-operation with the European Union does not mean simply signing up
the European Union to endorse, execute, and sometimes finance, United
States foreign policy’. More recently the Bush administration’s sidelining of
NATO in its Afghan and Iraqi interventions inflamed the running debate
about NATO and its relationship with the EU’s CESDP. In February 2005,
Gerhard Schröder, Chancellor of traditionally staunch NATO supporter
Germany, controversially declared that NATO was ‘no longer the primary
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venue where transatlantic partners discuss and coordinate strategies’. This
followed both French President Chirac’s claim in October 2003 that ‘There
cannot be a Europe without its own defence system’ and the so-called
‘chocolate summit’ in April that year at which France, Germany, Belgium
and Luxembourg agreed deepening defence collaboration and proposed the
creation of a permanent EU operational military planning cell (as an altern-
ative to NATO) in Tervuren. US Ambassador to NATO Nicholas Burns bluntly
described developments in CESDP as ‘one of the greatest dangers to the
transatlantic relationship’.13

Neither are the three broad American objectives necessarily compatible.
US administrations have demanded better European capabilities to burden-
share, but when the EU has responded they fear discrimination against US
defence companies, French-led drives for a more autonomous Europe, and
the undermining of NATO. When the EU introduced a European Defence
Agency in 2004 American interests cried foul, fearing intra-European
defence industry consolidation and Euro-centred procurement. Similarly,
the Bush administration responded to the EU’s development of CESDP, the
Helsinki Headline Goals and the EURRF by announcing in 2002 a parallel
capability enhancement process within NATO – the Prague Capability
Commitments – and the creation of a NATO Response Force (NRF).
NATO emphasises that these initiatives complement the EU’s but the NRF
both nullified the EURRF’s potential range advantage by ending the out-
of-area debate and is likely to take a large share of Europe’s limited
resources.

Inconsistency is apparent too in US warnings of a de facto technological
decoupling of the Atlantic Alliance and loss of interoperability. These dangers
could be mitigated by greater technology transfer, more coordinated procure-
ment and reduced protectionism of defence markets. Indeed, on 24 May 2000,
Madeleine Albright announced the Defence Trade Security Initiative to
improve US technology and arms transfers to America’s closest allies. Never-
theless, the US spends under 2% of its defence budget beyond its borders – of
which half is concentrated in Britain – and champions its domestic industry.
The Clinton administration subsidised its post-Cold War reconfiguration by
$16.5 billion, including $1.3 billion within the Technology Reinvestment
Programme designed to promote dual-use technologies. Protective measures
also remain against FDI, joint ventures and exports to third parties –
including the Buy American Act, the Arms Export Control Act and the Inter-
national Traffic in Arms Regulations.14

Even more fundamental challenges to transatlantic security cooperation are
posed by differences over multilateralism, the rule of law and readiness to use
military force. These issues are at the heart of heated debate about crisis and
value gaps in transatlantic relations, especially during the George W. Bush era.
Unlike the US, the EU is a multilateral and predominantly civilian power
actor that emphasises by choice and default soft security measures and policies
of engagement. Hence it has clashed with Washington’s confrontational
approaches to Iran, Cuba and North Korea and has repeatedly criticised
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US refusal to accept multilateral commitments such as the Kyoto Protocol,
Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, Ottawa Convention and the International
Criminal Court (ICC). The EU remains deeply concerned about the impli-
cations for international law and nuclear stability of US abrogation of the
ABM Treaty and its commitment to Ballistic Missile Defence (BMD) and
the Bush Doctrine. Security discourses can be quite different on either side of
the Atlantic. US officials tend to talk of security threats, protecting national
sovereignty and interests, interventionism, forced disarmament and, most
recently, of war upon terrorism and preventative strikes. European counter-
parts generally prefer the non-combative, consensual language of security
challenges and talk of collective endeavours such as promoting global govern-
ance, managing globalisation, projecting stability and developing conflict
prevention.

Post-9/11 US–EU anti-terrorism cooperation illustrates the importance of
this debate about transatlantic values. On 20 September a joint ministerial
statement pledged efforts to ‘work in partnership’ on a ‘worldwide’ scale to
combat terrorism. Areas targeted for cooperation included aviation and other
transport security, police and judicial cooperation, export controls and non-
proliferation, financial sanctions, border controls and exchange of electronic
data. EU measures to improve its own security coordination – such as a
common arrest warrant – also facilitated transatlantic cooperation. Legal
cooperation was improved, agreement was concluded with Europol on 6
December 2001 to share best practice and strategic information in criminal
matters, and information was exchanged on travel documents and migration
issues to boost border security. Combined US–EU pressure forced an Inter-
national Civil Aviation Organisation security audit and, in line with UN reso-
lution 1373, the US and EU developed measures to fight funding of terrorist
organisations. EU officials also cooperated in steering US action against the
Taliban through UN auspices and invested considerable diplomatic effort in
assuring Islamic capitals that American retribution for 9/11 was not a crusade
against Islam. This commitment followed through into reconstruction of
Afghanistan, with the US and EU being prominent collaborators at the
UN-backed Bonn conference.

All of this indicated continued strength within the transatlantic relation-
ship but creeping value differences still undermined the effectiveness of
cooperation. Two controversial areas were the US death penalty and the bal-
ance drawn between security and individual liberty. The former meant some
European reluctance to extradite suspected terrorists to the US. The latter
meant both that the EU refused to collect and share the amount of personal
data authorised in the US under the Patriot Act and that European officials
were highly critical of US classification of Afghan prisoners as unlawful com-
batants, which denied them prisoner-of-war rights during their incarceration
at Camp X-Ray in Guantanamo Bay. A more general difference also
developed in anticipation of what would happen after the Taliban was des-
troyed. Europeans wanted the US to act multilaterally in its wider war on
terrorism. Bush’s principal European ally, British Prime Minister Blair, sought
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desperately to steer intervention in Iraq through the UN Security Council. US
refusal to wait for a second resolution in March 2003 duly sparked one of the
worst-ever transatlantic rows.

Is Kagan therefore right to depict the US and EU as inhabiting different
worlds, Hobbesian-Mars and Kantian-Venus respectively? Certainly there is
some justification, and the Bush administration has hardened the impression
of a unilateralist America that has exchanged its 1990s benign hegemon image
for that of an assertive twenty-first-century hyperpower. Intervention in Iraq
demonstrated its willingness to jeopardise transatlantic relations for priorities
elsewhere – perhaps on the assumption that everything would work out in the
end. Its interest in developing US–European relations on its own terms was
reflected also in its threat in 2002 to veto the UN mission in Bosnia unless the
Security Council gave US troops prior exemption from ICC jurisdiction.
However, it is important to recognise that Kagan’s distinctions are crude gen-
eralisations. The EU may be a type of Kantian sub-system but its December
2003 Security Strategy embraced robust intervention when necessary and
identified threats similar to the US. The EU or one of its member states has
sometimes been more anxious than the US to use military force. Clinton’s
unwillingness to commit US ground troops in the Balkans badly strained
US–EU relations twice. And EU states have not been averse to taking uni-
lateral action when it has suited them: French policy in Rwanda and Algeria,
Greek flaunting of EU policy towards Macedonia, German unilateral recogni-
tion of Croatia, and both Britain’s break with the EU to support Clinton’s
military strikes against Iraq in 1998, and its military intervention in Sierra
Leone in 2000.

As for intervention in Iraq in 2003, this should not be miscast as a trans-
atlantic divide. It was not. Rather it was a deeply problematic question that
divided countries worldwide over what to do about a regime that routinely
abused its own people and had defied UN resolutions and weapons inspectors
for over a decade. Neither were the positions of key states informed by moral
virtue or Kantian and Hobbesian prescriptions. Countries such as France and
Russia that opposed the war had significant economic interests in Iraq and,
together with China and Germany, saw an opportunity to bind America
through international law. Atlanticists such as Britain perceived grave dangers
to their own interests, to NATO and to hopes of encouraging American
multilateralism if they deserted the Bush administration over Iraq. Damage
to transatlantic relations was consequently substantial but that done to intra-
European relations was arguably greater. Indeed, the Bush administration
exacerbated the latter through a crude disaggregation policy that, in
Rumsfeld’s words, divided Europe into ‘Old’ and ‘New’.

The US and Russia

Transforming US–USSR relations from antipathy to collaboration promised
to be more problematic than dealing with traditional European allies. George
H. Bush embraced the USSR as a partner in stability after testing Gorbachev’s
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intentions through ‘status quo plus’. However, an attempted coup d’état in
August 1991 threw this policy into turmoil.

Gorbachev survived but with diminished authority his efforts to preserve
the Communist Party and the USSR were doomed. By January 1992 an earth-
quake in the geostrategic topography of Europe was underway. Gorbachev
had been replaced, the Soviet Union was formally dissolved, and in place of
this stabilising Eurasian force were an unstable Russia and the Commonwealth
of Independent States (CIS). US relations with Russia became relatively less
important but more unpredictable. Members of the CIS pressed their national
interests and some inherited substantial Russian diasporas and nuclear
weapons. Russia’s new leader, Boris Yeltsin, was an unknown quantity and
ostensibly more radically democratic than Gorbachev. Moreover, he was
besieged domestically by rising nationalism and disillusionment with market
reform and confronted abroad by a security vacuum between Russia and a
powerful reunified Germany, and by a need to stabilise the Russian periphery,
the so-called ‘Near Abroad’.

American core interests had somehow to be promoted and ripple effects of
Russian weakness guarded against. This reinforced the Bush administration’s
determination to promote NATO’s primacy in European security. It thus sup-
ported the North Atlantic Co-operation Council and NATO’s announcement
on 8 November 1991 of a New Strategic Doctrine that laid claim to responsi-
bilities far beyond collective defence. The administration was otherwise largely
content for the EU to take the lead in exporting security to the Balkans and
Central and Eastern European countries, which left the US free to deal with
Russia and, especially, the nuclear question. This was particularly pressing for
three reasons. First, Russia’s ageing nuclear reactors might create another
Chernobyl disaster and its economic weakness risked inability to either satis-
factorily maintain or safely decommission its WMDs arsenal and nuclear-
powered fleet. Second, Russia might haemorrhage nuclear know-how or lose
control over WMDs materials, both scenarios advantaging terrorist groups
and/or rogue states. Third, Russia had a nuclear arsenal capable of threatening
the US, and the independent republics of Belarus, Ukraine and Kazakhstan
now also had nuclear weapons.

The Bush administration needed someone in Russia to deal with in order
to progress its agenda. It thus pragmatically switched from supporting
Gorbachev to cautiously embracing Yeltsin, began to de facto equate Ameri-
can interests with his political stability and assumed that these two things
would develop hand in hand through Russia’s democratic transition,
economic improvement and integration into the global economy. The 1992
Freedom Support Act encouraged market economies, democratic politics and
sustainable systems of social protection in the newly independent states. The
Bush administration also helped Russia secure membership of the IMF and
World Bank, accorded it MFN status, concluded an investment treaty and
agreed cooperation on fuel and energy development. These measures provided
opportunities for US businesses in Russia, encouraged Yeltsin’s pro-Western
policies and paved the way for dealing with the Soviet nuclear legacy. This was
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addressed in part by the Cooperative Threat Reduction Program. Better
known as the Nunn-Lugar program, this ongoing initiative provided $410
million assistance in FY 1992 to Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan and Ukraine to
prevent proliferation and aid their storing, safeguarding and dismantling of
WMDs.

In the meantime there was debate within the administration about how to
address the multiplication of nuclear-capable states as a consequence of
the USSR’s collapse. Hardliners such as Secretary of Defense Cheney and
Director of the CIA Robert Gates favoured using a nuclear-capable Ukraine
as a counterweight to Russia. This reflected distrust of Yeltsin and smacked of
Waltz’s ideas for stability through limited nuclear proliferation. Bush and
Baker, though, favoured the transfer of strategic weapons from the republics
to Russia and further arms control negotiations with Yeltsin. The latter’s views
prevailed. On 23 May 1992 the US and Russia signed the Lisbon protocol,
along with Ukraine, Belarus and Kazakhstan, which provided for all signator-
ies to become party to START, and the three former Soviet republics pledged
to join the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) as non-nuclear states in the short-
est possible time. This restored the US–Russia relationship as the single
nuclear dyad from the wreck of the Soviet Union and the two subsequently
worked on further arms reduction talks. These culminated on 3 January 1993
in START II (albeit not ratified by the Russian Duma until 14 April 2000),
which aimed to reduce their deployed strategic forces to 3,000–3,500 ballistic
missile warheads by 2003.

When the Bush administration left office in January 1993 five major nuclear
arms control initiatives had been accomplished, providing for a 66% reduction
on 1990 levels of US strategic nuclear forces and a 75% reduction in the overall
American nuclear arsenal.15 None of this, however, saved Bush from Clinton’s
allegations during the 1992 presidential election race that he should have
embraced Yeltsin quicker, that he had betrayed the rights to self-determination
of the peoples in the Soviet Union, and that his lack of imagination threatened
to lose America the Cold War peace. Instead of this drift, Clinton pledged to
deliver a US–Russia strategic partnership and international leadership to the
world. Once given the mandate, that same world watched to see how he would
do this.

Secretary of State Warren Christopher provided the answer. In 1993 he
hailed facilitating Russia’s transition to a free society and market economy as
‘the greatest strategic challenge of our time’ and an endeavour that ‘will serve
our highest security, economic, and moral interests’. Conversely, failure would
exact a frightening price: ‘Nothing less is involved than the possibility of
renewed nuclear threat, higher defense budgets, spreading instability, the loss
of new markets, and a devastating setback for the worldwide democratic
movement.’16 However, this rhetoric raised false expectations because ambiv-
alence rather than imagination characterised Clinton’s initial Russia policy. The
Republicans laid the foundation of his $2.5 billion aid programme in 1993/94.
Concessions from the West on rescheduling Russia’s foreign debt were scarcely
revolutionary. And Clinton’s decision to mortgage US Russian policy to Boris
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Yeltsin’s ability to deliver successful domestic reform was little different to
Bush’s reliance upon Gorbachev to hold the Soviet Union together. The con-
spicuous absence of Clinton’s customary rhetoric about democratic enlarge-
ment and human rights when Yeltsin unconstitutionally dissolved the Russian
Parliament in September 1993 and invaded Chechnya in December 1994 was
strikingly reminiscent of Bush’s toleration of Soviet troops in Azerbaijan in
January 1990 and Gorbachev’s intimidation of Lithuania when it declared
independence two months later.

All of this lends weight to the conclusion that ‘the Clinton administration
appeared to take charge of American post-Cold War foreign policy with a
single assumption in mind: Russia was now benign, a basket case, or both, and
could therefore be taken for granted’.17 Under pressure from allies and needing
to divert attention from domestic affairs, Clinton subsequently revised a policy
that fell haplessly between his idealism and Bush’s pragmatism. Focusing on
Washington’s core Russian concern he moved to accelerate ratification of
START. On 1 January 1994 he, Yeltsin and Ukrainian President Kravchuk
signed the Trilateral Accord in Moscow that committed Ukraine to eliminate
all nuclear weapons, including strategic offensive arms, in its territory. Clinton
and Yeltsin agreed too in January 1994 provisions for detargeting strategic
weapons away from each other’s homelands. In the meantime, the adminis-
tration sought to control Russian WMD expertise and to offer economic
incentives for Russian nuclear cooperation. Schemes such as the Nuclear
Cities Initiative and Bio Redirection assistance aimed to help provide new
employment opportunities to workers displaced by Russia’s shrinking WMDs
complex. Similarly, in 1994 the Clinton administration concluded a 20-year
deal worth $12 billion for Russia to dilute approximately 20,000 warheads of
uranium for sale to utilities in the US.18

Still, though, the notion of a US–Russian strategic partnership was being
rapidly exposed for what it was – a policy lacking both strategy and partner-
ship. At home Clinton’s aid for Russia ran into increasing opposition from
Congress, particularly once the Democrats lost control of both Houses of
Congress and erstwhile pillars of moderation such as Senator Lugar argued
that the administration should stop treating Russia as a ‘partner’ and recog-
nise it instead as a ‘tough rival’. Abroad, the administration was damaged
by misadventures in Somalia and Haiti and mired in disagreements with
European allies over Bosnia. Still worse, leading Russians were attacking
its Russia policy. In 1994 Russian Foreign Minister Kozyrev bemoaned that
the US–Russia partnership was failing and attributed this ‘not to a wrong
strategy, but to the fact that we have no strategy at all’. If partnership were
to emerge, the strength of American idealistic optimism must enable the US
to ‘see beyond narrowly perceived national interests for the sake of major
strategic goals’.19

Rather than accepting Kozyrev’s challenge the Clinton administration
quietly retreated from strategic partnership to a more modest normalisation of
US–Russia relations. This was encouraged by three factors. First, Russia
assumed ever-less relative importance in US foreign policy as its economy
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shrank and it ceased to be a major threat. Second, Russia’s declining import-
ance encouraged unwillingness in the Clinton administration to battle an
unsympathetic Congress for more aid to, and tolerance of, Russia. Other issues
were more important. Third, the disappointing pace of Yeltsin’s reforms sug-
gested that US–Russia interests would not coincide as much as had been
hoped in the honeymoon period of the early 1990s. For instance, Russia’s
sympathies for Milosevic’s Serbia and opposition to NATO military action
put the two at loggerheads during the Bosnian conflict. NATO outreach pro-
grammes and potential formal enlargement fuelled Russian resentment at their
strategic displacement in Central and Eastern Europe. Russia also resented
criticism of its interference in its Near Abroad and resisted American pressure
not to export missile and nuclear technology to countries such as India and
Iran.

From the mid-1990s the Clinton administration continued to engage Russia
but prioritised other US interests. A pattern developed whereby it pursued
policies contrary to Russian interests while also making gestures to mollify
Russian sensitivities. Clinton finally agreed the first formal enlargement of
NATO in 1997 and to courting the Ukraine as a counterweight to Russia
through PFP and the 9 July 1997 Charter on a Distinctive Partnership with
NATO. Concomitantly, in part to assuage Russian concerns, this enlargement
was restricted to Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic, and Russia was
given a special relationship with NATO through the NATO–Russia Founding
Act and creation of the Permanent Joint Council (PJC). The Clinton adminis-
tration led military interventions in Bosnia and Kosovo against Russian
opposition. In the latter Moscow suspended cooperation in the PJC and dis-
patched Russian troops to Kosovo to occupy Pristina airport before NATO
forces could get there. Afterwards, though, the administration engaged Russia
in peacekeeping in the Balkans and reconstruction through the Contact
Group and involvement in the Kosovo Peace Implementation Force (KFOR).

This type of American ‘light-switch diplomacy’ in its Russia policy harked
back to the Cold War and Yeltsin made Russian resentment clear when in mid-
1995 he characterised the US–Russia relationship as one of ‘Cold Peace’. An
increasing number of US–Russia disputes reflected the failure of strategic
partnership. For instance, the Clinton administration became increasingly
annoyed about Russian frustration of its Middle Eastern policy. Between 1997
and 2000 Russian–Iraqi trade quintupled and Madeleine Albright called
Russian diplomats ‘Saddam’s lawyers’ for shielding his regime in the UN
Security Council and providing de facto assistance to undermine the UN
Special Commission’s efforts to oversee the elimination of Iraq’s WMDs and
ballistic missiles. Similarly the Clinton administration imposed sanctions on
Russian entities thought to be assisting Iran’s nuclear and missile programmes,
and Vice-President Gore bluntly told Prime Minister Primakov in November
1998 that he had to choose between ‘a piddling trickle of money from Iran or a
bonanza with us’.20 Conversely Russia recalled its ambassadors from Washing-
ton and London in protest against Anglo-American military strikes on Iraq in
1998 and bitterly denounced, in the aftermath of Russian economic collapse
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that same year, the ‘economic imperialism’ of IMF criteria attached to its
largest-ever financial assistance package – some $17.1 billion. Russia also
reacted hostilely to the first formal enlargement of NATO in 1999, to
Clinton’s authorisation of BMD research and to fresh American criticism of
its handling of renewed insurrection in Chechnya – criticism that prompted
Yeltsin to remind Clinton crudely that Russia still had nuclear weapons.
Moreover, Russian pro-Western enthusiasm had been replaced by distrust and
a search for alternatives. Russian diplomacy increasingly opposed US
unilateralism and sought options to balance US power and reduce Russia’s
Western dependency. Prime Minister Primakov mooted ideas in 1998 for a
Moscow–Bejing–Delhi ‘strategic triangle’ and Russia became interested in
collaborating with the EU’s CESDP. Russia’s Medium-term Strategy for
Development of Relations between the Russian Federation and the European
Union made clear initial Russian hopes that an ESDI might counterbalance
the ‘NATO-centrism’ in Europe.

Successive national leadership changes did not immediately auger well for
improved US–Russia relations. After twice sacking Russian prime ministers in
1999 to preserve his leadership Yeltsin finally resigned on 31 December. His
eventual successor, Vladimir Putin, quickly harkened back to Russia’s great
past, promised to strengthen Russia’s armed forces through a 57% increase in
defence spending, and developed his election campaign around the need to
recreate a strong centralised state. That this was not mere rhetoric was evident
in the revised National Security Concept and the New Military Doctrine,
ruthless prosecution of the Chechen war, and the retention of the missile-
orientated Igor Sergeyev as Defence Minister. At the same time in the US the
Republicans launched an election-year blitz against Clinton’s Russia policy.
Clinton had allegedly overly personalised US–Russia relations and invested
too much in trying to promote internal Russian political and economic reform
at the expense of the US–Russia security agenda, including Russia’s dealings
with rogue states and its role in weapons proliferation. Condoleezza Rice indi-
cated a prospective hard line. She argued in 2000 that Russia’s determination
to assert itself was haphazard and threatening to US interests. Rumsfeld and
Paul Wolfowitz were less diplomatic, calling Russia an ‘active proliferator’ and
accusing the Russians of being ‘willing to sell anything to anyone for money’.21

George W. Bush’s initial principal interest in Russia again lay in the nuclear
sphere but this time in overcoming opposition to BMD and his intention to
abrogate the ABM Treaty. Within months, however, 9/11 provided the basis of
a new positive agenda for cooperation and encouraged a series of similar
reactions that made it more difficult for the Bush administration to criticise
Russian conduct. Russia was an important potential ally in the battle against
terrorism. Its predominant religion was Christianity, but it had Islamic
fundamentalist problems of its own and could provide and help arrange
forward bases, offer valuable intelligence and bring influence to bear on states
over which the US had limited purchase, such as Iran. The 9/11 attacks also
demonstrated shared US–Russian state-centric views of the world that
emphasise national interests, sovereignty, territorial integrity and national
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security. Furthermore both governments reacted domestically by using 9/11 to
centralise power, limit basic civil liberties and tighten immigration law.22

Putin grasped quickly how Russian interests might be advanced as the US
responded to the terrorist attacks. He was the first head of state to call the
White House after 9/11 to pledge support in finding those responsible, offered
assistance in the US Afghan campaign and overrode opposition from the
Russian military to facilitate US troop deployments in Central Asia. By driv-
ing out the Taliban the US essentially did for Russia what it had been unable to
do through years of support for the Northern Alliance. Neither was American
cooperation in tackling the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan unwelcome.
Instability in the Middle East also offered an opportunity to convince America
of Russia’s importance as an alternative reliable source of oil, having a pro-
jected production of 9.5 million barrels per day by 2010. In the meantime,
Putin used precedents set by the Bush administration to shield Russia from
American criticism as he began reasserting Russian influence, especially in the
CIS. The long-running Chechnya conflict was largely reinvented, especially
after the Beslan massacre, as an anti-terrorist war designed to prevent Islamic
destabilisation of the Russian Caucasus. Also, in October 2003 the so-called
Ivanov Doctrine staked out Russian preventative strike ‘rights’, including in
CIS countries, which were arguably more expansive than those claimed by
Bush’s 2002 National Security Strategy.

This new functional dynamic revitalised US–Russia relations. After their
first meeting in Slovenia in June 2001 Bush hailed Putin as ‘an honest, straight-
forward man who loves his country. He loves his family. We share a lot of
values.’ By May 2002 this personal relationship had so broadened that the US
and Russia professed to be ‘achieving a new strategic partnership’. Emphasis
on common values stretched credulity given Russia’s developing ‘illiberal
democracy’ but there was substance to shared interest in a ‘benign security
environment’, including in ensuring energy security, promoting non-
proliferation and combating terrorism and organised crime. US criticism of
Russian domestic affairs temporarily became muted and Russia’s response to
NATO’s announcement in November 2002 of another enlargement – includ-
ing the Baltic states – was ‘almost anti-climactic’.23 Cooperation also con-
tinued concerning WMDs. In August 2002 the US and Russia cooperated
in removing enriched uranium from Serbia’s Vinca reactor, and in January
2003 the Bush administration authorised $450 million within the Nunn–Lugar
Program to facilitate work on a chemical weapons destruction facility at
Shchuch’ye in Russia.24 A deal was also struck in May 2002 that gave Putin
some political cover for US withdrawal from the ABM Treaty and pursuit of
BMD. The US–Russian Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty (SORT) com-
mitted both sides to reduce their strategic nuclear warheads to 1,700–2,200 by
31 December 2012.

Yet for all the Bush administration’s criticism of Clinton’s approach there
have been marked similarities. Bush has placed considerable weight upon his
personal relationship with Putin – just as Clinton did with Yeltsin. His admin-
istration’s embrace of the market and democratisation has led to renewed
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criticism of Russia’s internal practices, especially since the start of its second
term. In 2005 the State Department accused Russia of ‘backsliding’ in its
commitments to democracy, civil liberties and the conduct of its forces in
Chechnya. And the pattern has continued of prioritising US interests while
offering olive branches to soothe Russian irritation. NATO’s announced
second enlargement was accompanied by establishment of the NATO–Russia
Council, with the so-called ‘NATO at 20’ agreement according Russia equal
status in discussions of issues relating to terrorism, WMDs, rescue operations
and so forth. Likewise, the SORT was clearly a political sop to Putin. The cuts
offered were consistent with those outlined in the US Nuclear Posture Review,
there was a lack of verification conditions, and warheads would have only to
be dismantled rather than destroyed.

The Bush administration seems no closer to realising a genuine strategic
partnership with Russia than did its predecessor. It is odd that the US–Russia
Joint Declaration emphasised in May 2002 that the two countries were
achieving a strategic partnership when the following month Richard Haas,
Director of the Policy Planning Staff, contended that ‘the most important and
challenging task at this stage is to define a long-term positive agenda for the
bilateral relationship’.25 Selective engagement is not a strategic partner-
ship and while some consider that Putin’s support against the Taliban and al-
Qaeda confirmed ‘a more basic strategic decision to throw Russia’s lot in with
West’, others are less convinced.26 Putin took care not to derail the US–Russia
relationship but nevertheless opposed strongly US intervention in Iraq in 2003
and accused the Bush administration of double standards in condemning the
initial election result in Ukraine in late 2004 but insisting on the legitimacy of
those held in Afghanistan and Iraq. Likewise Russia moved to counter per-
ceived enhanced strategic vulnerability consequent upon US withdrawal from
the ABM Treaty and pursuit of BMD. On 13 June 2002 Russia withdrew from
START II. It is thus no longer banned from deploying land-based missiles
with multiple warheads and the formidable Soviet-era SS-18 and SS-19 mis-
siles can remain at the core of its arsenal. Moreover, it has since developed the
submarine-launched SS-NX-30 Bulava missiles, which Russia claims are
indestructible by modern ABM systems.27

There are signs, too, of emerging US–Russia strategic competition rather
than cooperation in Eastern Europe and Central Asia. The 2004 NATO
enlargement again raised Russian dissatisfaction with the outdated CFE
Treaty and encouraged fears of BMD facilities being located upon their
borders. The Ukrainian ‘Orange Revolution’ and tacit US support of Viktor
Yushchenko, the ultimately successful opponent of Russia-backed Yanuko-
vich, strengthened Russian resistance to the democracy-promotion schemes
of foreign governments and non-government organisations (NGOs). And
Russia’s promotion of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation as the premier
stabilising force in Central Asia indicates resolve to limit American influence.
Indeed, Russia has developed a series of initiatives to strengthen its Central
Asian influence and counter that of the US. These include efforts to develop a
special relationship with Kazakhstan, which is key to developing a southern
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buffer and providing crucial military and economic routes to the heart of Asia,
and the establishment of Russia’s first new base abroad for many years at Kant
in Kyrgyzstan – just kilometres from a new US base at Manas.28 Also, Russia
orchestrated the setting up in May 2002 of a Collective Security Treaty Organ-
isation that included itself, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajiikistan, Belarus and
Armenia, and which has plans for a joint military command in Moscow, a
rapid reaction force for Central Asia, a common air defence system and
coordinated action in foreign, security and defence matters.29 The following
month Putin was party to the Almaty Act that set up another new 16-nation-
strong Asian security organisation – the Conference on Interaction and
Confidence Building Measures in Asia.

The Bush administration’s selective engagement of Russia and penetration
of Central Asia in its war against terrorism risks encouraging Russian resist-
ance and deepening Moscow’s relations with countries unsympathetic to
Washington. In 2000 the US National Intelligence Council conceded that
Russia might seek a de facto geostrategic alliance with China and India in an
attempt to counterbalance US and Western influence. Prospects of this have
since improved. Russia, India and China face common threats in Central Asia
– religious extremism, terrorism, the drugs trade and a potential American
challenge to their spheres of influence. They also approach similarly issues
such as the Middle East Peace Process (MEPP), Iraq, non-proliferation,
regional security, the role of the UN and aspirations for a multipolar world.
Moscow is working hard to develop these relationships. Russian links with
India have warmed significantly since Putin’s arrival in office, Russia remains
India’s major arms supplier, and the Russian and Indian navies hold regular
joint war games in the Indian Ocean. The Russia–China relationship is deep-
ening apace too. In 2001 they signed a Treaty of Good-neighbourliness,
Friendship and Cooperation. Their border disputes have been resolved and
military cooperation reached a new milestone in August 2005 when their
armed forces commenced war games. Trade between the two countries has
been increasing at around 30% per annum since 1999 and China remains a
major consumer of Russian military exports – not least to deter Taiwan’s drive
for independence and counter the US seventh Fleet.30

One further potential complication arising from the Bush administration’s
relative neglect of Russia and Russian interests is that Moscow will strengthen
ties with Teheran – the premier target of Bush’s ‘axis of evil’ following the
toppling of Saddam Hussein. Iran is Russia’s principal foothold in West Asia
and provides a buffer against American encroachment and strategic hemming
in from the south. It is also a significant consumer of Russian arms and has
strong energy links with Moscow. The growing strength of the Russian–
Iranian relationship was indicated in February 2005 when Putin refused to
bow to US pressure and agreed to supply fuel to the Bushehr reactor on
condition that Iran return spent nuclear fuel rods. Moreover, other members
of Primakov’s reviving ‘strategic triangle’ share Russian interest in Iran. India
signalled its interest in a strategic partnership with Iran in the Teheran (2001)
and Delhi (2003) Declarations. Iran offers India export markets, much-needed
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energy sources, land access to markets in Afghanistan and Central Asia and a
potential partner in ensuring the political independence of Afghanistan. As
for China and Iran, the US provides a commonality by identifying them as a
strategic threat and rogue state respectively. Iran is also China’s only meaning-
ful potential ally in West Asia and military and economic ties are deepening.
China sources the majority of supplies for the Iranian Navy’s combat craft
and missiles, and two oil and gas deals were recently completed worth
approximately $100 billion.31 This helps China meet its soaring energy needs
and Iran to offset US sanctions.

Conclusion

The post-Cold War US relationship with Europe has been full of possibilities,
contradictions and difficulties. From an economic perspective the US relation-
ship with the EU especially is one of accelerating and profound interdepend-
ence. US prosperity depends heavily on this relationship, as do its efforts to
shape the instruments of global economic governance and to set the agenda of
global free trade. For all the differences over trade practices, anti-trust meas-
ures and exchange rates the EU is likely to remain a strong partner, provided
Washington heeds its concerns. Yet both Europe and Russia have fallen
dramatically as focuses of American strategic concern. The end of the Cold
War stripped Europe of its front-line status and Clinton’s eventual commit-
ment to the Balkans was driven largely by secondary concerns for NATO and
to support wider claims to US leadership of a strategy of democratic enlarge-
ment. Russia’s demotion is starkly demonstrated by NATO enlargement and
by US military intervention in Bosnia and Kosovo, withdrawal from the ABM
Treaty and development of BMD. Russia’s primary importance to the current
Bush administration seems to be as a facilitator in Central Asia, the states of
which have assumed unusual strategic significance as the front-line of the war
on terrorism. As for Europe, the US looks to the EU and NATO to perform
some of the less demanding security tasks, especially peacekeeping and
reconstruction, and to provide coalitions of the willing as and when necessary
for material but especially legitimacy purposes.

The US has achieved a number of its post-Cold War objectives in Europe. It
concentrated Soviet nuclear capabilities in Russia and subsequently dramatic-
ally and securely reduced mutual arsenals. It developed strong collaborative
US–EU structures, especially through the NTA. It has so far successfully
insisted on the primacy of NATO over the respective preferences of France
and Russia for a more autonomous European military capability and an
enhanced Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe. Successive
NATO and EU enlargements have given Central and East European Coun-
tries (CEECs) a security home, brought both organisations to Russia’s borders
and ensured a stronger Atlanticist contingent within the EU. And the appli-
cation of overwhelming military superiority in the Balkans underscored Wash-
ington’s message that even in their own backyard, Europeans need to improve
their military capabilities and develop them in ways approved by the US.
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However, these ‘successes’ have thrown up strange ironies and exacted
potentially high prices. First, they have been achieved largely because of
unquestionable American power rather than because of consistent or well-
constructed strategies. Clinton and George W. Bush both asserted but failed
(thus far at least) to deliver strategic partnership with Russia, and the general
approach to the EU contains contradictions that are potentially unmanage-
able in the long term. Second, throughout the Cold War common values
underpinned the transatlantic relationship and helped define the Soviet Union
as the enemy. Now America disagrees with Russian illiberal democracy but has
more in common with Moscow than Brussels in terms of state-centric world
views that prioritise national interests, sovereignty, territorial integrity and
national security. America still shares more with the EU than Russia in terms
of democratic values but now finds differences evolving in these values: the
relative weight attached to security and individual liberty, state sovereignty
and human rights, the sanctity of international law and so forth. Furthermore,
America finds that the EU and Russia often have more in common on foreign
policy issues than the US does with either of them, including the MEPP,
attachment to multipolarity, the importance of the UN and how to deal with
Iran.

As for the ‘price’ of success, doomsayers of imminent transatlantic divorce
and Kaganesque caricatures are overstated. The Bush administration has tried
in its second term to rebuild relationships badly damaged by intervention in
Iraq, and this ongoing construction work is laid on still solid foundations of
interdependence and decades of close cooperation. Nevertheless, there is a
danger that differences over unilateralism/multilateralism, preferred security
tools, policies of engagement or confrontation and especially pre-emptive or
preventative strike will translate into enduring differences about what values to
embed in structures of global governance and how to enforce and protect
them. The Bush administration also risks pushing the EU and Russia into
counterbalancing moves through lack of consultation and continuous
engagement. In the EU’s case this is unlikely to be hostile but might be suf-
ficient to thwart or compromise US objectives. Russia is more likely to become
less accommodating if not better rewarded for its cooperation in fighting
terrorism. The Bush–Putin Bratislava summit in February 2005 failed to
bridge differences on democracy, the CIS and Iran, and on 22 February 2005
the Director of the Moscow Carnegie Centre argued that the US–Russia rela-
tionship ‘is quickly transforming from partnership to cold peace at best’.32 US
policy has already forced Russian withdrawal from START II and encouraged
Russia’s further investment in nuclear missile technology, which it may or may
not share with other states. NATO enlargement and the US military presence
in Central Asia are squeezing Russian interests and have already provoked
a response in the CIS and Central Asia. If this continues the US might
counter-productively push Russia further into a triangular relationship with
India and China, developing its arms exports to countries such as Syria and
consolidating its relationship with Iran.
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11 The US and post-Cold War
Africa and the Middle East

What are the drivers of American foreign policy in these regions? Was
Huntington right about African and Islamic challenges to Western civilis-
ation? Would the ‘end of history’ see democracy spread across the African
continent and the Middle East and assimilate even Islam? Would regional
insecurity drive states to develop WMDs and create a ‘back-to-the-future’
scenario, particularly in the Middle East? And would post-Cold War US
presidencies be able to formulate and execute coherent strategies or would they
be inconsistent, event driven and circumscribed by domestic actors and inter-
ests influencing foreign policy? How, too, would the US seek to exercise its
power in these regions and to what ends? Could a Middle East peace settle-
ment be secured? Could Africa be brought from the periphery to the centre of
international concern? And could the US finally reconcile its promotion of
universal values with policy on the ground?

The US and Africa – mind the gap?

The close of the Cold War seemingly bequeathed the US opportunity and
moral imperative to lead the world in shining the beacon of hope and liberty
across the ‘Dark Continent’. Statistics graphically demonstrate the enormity
of that challenge. Sub-Saharan Africa is the only major underdeveloped
region whose per capita income has declined since 1980.1 Africa’s share in
world trade fell from 5% in 1980 to 2.2% in 1995. In 1993, 40% of sub-Saharan
Africans lived on less than $1 a day. And between 1975 and 1995 annual
growth rates for the African continent fell from about 5% to 3% – marginally
higher than population growth.

Pro-African administration officials, such as Clinton’s first NSA Anthony
Lake, complemented moral considerations with the identification of three sets
of American interests in Africa. Pre-emptive measures were required to help
obviate the need for hasty emergency responses to recurrent African humani-
tarian crises. Africa was also a key source of transnational threats, including
drug, arms and human trafficking, environmental degradation, disease and
terrorism. The latter was demonstrated starkly by terrorist attacks in 1998 on
US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania and reinforced a further fear, namely
that Islamic fundamentalism might fill the Soviet vacuum in Africa. Rapidly



deteriorating US–Sudanese relations following a successful military coup in
1989 were potentially a case in point. Al-Bashir enforced strict adherence to
Islamic law, leaned on the support of the National Islamic Front and allegedly
provided Iranian-sponsored bases for training Islamic militants. Lake’s third
set of American interests constituted the economic opportunity dimension.
Africa still possessed important strategic minerals and other primary goods,
offered potential for American investment and in the more distant future
could become an important market for US goods. To this list can also be
added calculations of political advantage. A pro-African policy might garner
support for American foreign policy within the UN – both in the General
Assembly and, more importantly, from Africa’s three seats in the Security
Council. It could also influence positively the African-American vote and
interests in the US.

The US was now freer to promote democratic reform in Africa and to
abandon authoritarian regimes that it had formerly supported to help combat
communism. Yet at the same time, its strategic interest in Africa and its levers
of influence over indigenous states diminished once the continent ceased to be
a theatre of superpower competition. US aid to Africa had already been hard
hit following the 1986 Gramm–Rudman–Hollings Deficit Reduction Act. Seen
through an evolving lens of national interest rather than global strategy,
residual American interests in African primary products, trade, sustainable
development, human rights and so forth were relatively less compelling. For-
mer Soviet bloc countries emerged as alternative providers of strategic min-
erals and, as Congress and popular demands for a peace dividend squeezed
foreign policy resources, Asia and the Middle East had first call on diminish-
ing funds. The voice of poverty is always weak and Black Africa especially
lacked a Washington lobby powerful enough to secure and maintain the atten-
tion of Congress and the Executive, despite TransAfrica and the Congres-
sional Black Caucus. South Africa was a notable and initially controversial
exception to the general lack of engagement, the Clinton administration
including it in its Big Emerging Markets programme.

These contradictory trends begged questions about how to reconcile uni-
versal American values, African expectation and optimism for a New World
Order and the realities of US domestic constraints and diminished American
strategic interest in Africa. The continent’s becoming one of the first casualties
of the debate about power and purpose in US foreign policy compounded this
dilemma. Somalia had been a significant Cold War client state, due not least to
the Berbera air and port facilities that enabled the US Navy to monitor Soviet
submarine movements through the narrow Straits of Bab el-Mandeb. When it
descended into intensified civil war following the April 1988 Ethiopian–Somali
accord, the US Defense Department duly provided military aid to the estab-
lished Siad regime. However, Congress, liberated by the receding Cold War
and growing evidence of Soviet cooperation in Africa, opposed aid on
grounds of widespread abuses by Somali armed forces. In 1989, the Bush
administration reluctantly reprogrammed $2.5 million of military aid and $21
million of Economic Support Funds earmarked for Somalia. In 1990 the Siad
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regime fell. Early in 1991, the US evacuated embassy personnel and American
appetite for dealing with Somalia diminished proportionately to the country’s
waning strategic significance and spiralling crisis.

The Bush administration looked to offload political responsibility for
Somalia on to Britain and Italy – as former colonial powers in the affected
territories – and on to the UN to meet humanitarian needs. Even former
champions of Somalia among the Defense Department, the CIA and State
Department regional specialists opposed forcible American intervention.
Somalia was no longer a vital US interest, American casualties were probable,
and the anarchic situation on the ground denied a clear exit strategy. However,
this approach was compromised politically by heavy media coverage of the
deepening crisis in Somalia, the impending US presidential election and slow
progress within the UN Security Council. It was also possible to view Somalia
as a test of Bush’s aspirations for a New World Order as well as a humanitar-
ian crisis, which put the onus on Washington to take the lead. On 4 December,
Bush announced he would send American troops to Somalia under a UN
mandate to create a secure environment for the distribution of famine-relief
aid. The terms of deployment reflected the globalist thinking of Secretary of
State Baker and NSA Brent Scowcroft in particular. Once the immediate
humanitarian objective of alleviating famine conditions was met then the UN
should assume responsibility for political reconstruction and provide a peace-
keeping force to keep aid moving. Bush underscored this message shortly
before leaving office by authorising the withdrawal of approximately 550 US
troops on 19 January 1993.

The deployment of US combat troops, who constituted two-thirds of Oper-
ation Restore Hope’s 36,000-man strong force, seemingly heralded a turning
point in US Africa policy. Thomas Friedman commented in the New York
Times: ‘for the first time American troops are entering a country uninvited, not
to shore up an anti-communist regime, protect American wealth or stifle a
strategic threat, but simply to feed starving people’.2 This optimism was short-
lived. The Clinton administration quickly found an exit strategy to be predict-
ably elusive. Still worse, when UN peacekeepers came under sniper attack from
supporters of Mohammed Farah Aidid the Security Council requested Ameri-
can assistance in capturing the Somali warlord. This exemplified the dangers
of mission creep and the results were both disastrous and formative in US
Africa policy. On 3 October 1993, US Army Rangers and the Delta Force,
plus helicopter gunships, were sent to capture Aidid. Eighteen Rangers were
killed and images were broadcast on prime-time television of a dead American
soldier being dragged through the streets of Mogadishu.

The backlash in America against the Clinton administration, the UN and
American commitment to multilateralism was severe. Congress instructed
Clinton to withdraw all US troops from Somalia, which he did over the com-
ing months – and the remaining UN peacekeepers withdrew in early 1995.
Congress also cut US foreign aid, especially once the Republicans seized both
Houses in 1994, and sought to limit future US commitment to peacekeeping
operations. US economic aid to Africa fell by 25% from 1995 to 1996; in FY
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1997/98 US foreign aid reached an all-time low of 0.16% of GDP; and in 1995
Congress passed the National Security Revitalization Act that limited Ameri-
can contributions to peacekeeping and restricted US soldiers from serving
under foreign commanders. Vital national interest criteria returned to centre
stage of the power and purpose debate in US foreign policy and under intense
pressure the Clinton administration signalled in PDD-25 a reduced commit-
ment to multilateral peacekeeping. The effect of this was serious in Europe’s
troubled Balkans, but decisive in Africa where the national interest case was
harder to advance to a sceptical Congress and public. The Clinton adminis-
tration’s Africa policy thereafter generally eschewed participation in multi-
lateral interventionism and peacekeeping, delegating such tasks primarily to
Europe’s former colonial powers in Africa. US standing aside while genocide
swept through Rwanda epitomised this retreat. That it would continue under
Clinton’s successor was quickly apparent when Bush, asked on 23 January
2000 what he would do if confronted with another Rwanda, declared, ‘We
should not send our troops to stop ethnic cleansing and genocide in nations
outside our strategic interests.’3

Somalia cut short US adventurism in Africa in pursuit of a New World
Order, effectively returned it to the political backwater of American foreign
policy and contributed to the shrinking of US aid to the continent during the
1990s. This did not mean, though, complete US disregard for Africa. Clinton
actually devoted more time and energy to it than any previous US president.
His administration launched numerous initiatives orientated around themes of
conflict resolution, democratisation and economic development. US medi-
ators were directly and indirectly involved in seeking resolutions to numerous
crises (including in Mozambique, Angola, Liberia, Ethiopia, Eritrea and the
Sudan) and, shorn of the option of American military intervention, the US
developed a capacity to act by proxy. The African Crisis Response Initiative
prepared African troops for deployment to crisis situations and was comple-
mented by US provision of training and communications equipment to select
African armies (including those of Ethiopia, Ghana, Malawi, Mali, Senegal
and Uganda). Democracy promotion was embedded in conditions attached to
US foreign aid and economic incentives. Later in the administration, as dis-
illusion grew with the corruption of some of the African political elites and
manufacture of ‘pseudo-democracies’,4 emphasis switched to promoting civil
society as a vehicle to deliver programmes as diverse as health, education,
democratisation, environmentalism and the rule of law.

As for the economic dimension, the Clinton administration’s solution to
Africa’s plight was for it to embrace neo-liberal economics and become inte-
grated into the globalising economy. Emphasis was laid on the IMF and World
Bank to oversee painful structural adjustment measures, which the US sup-
ported through a combination of development assistance, debt reduction,
trade incentives and investment promotion. The centre-piece of this strategy
was the Africa Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA) to expand US–Africa
trade and investment, which passed through Congress in 2000 and enabled
participant African countries to export selected products tariff-free to the US.
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George W. Bush subsequently extended this agreement and in July 2005 hailed
its success, noting that the previous year American exports to sub-Saharan
Africa had increased by 25% and imports from AGOA countries had risen by
88% (albeit from a very low base).5

The Clinton administration’s flourishes suggested a pan-African approach,
including the first-ever White House conference on Africa in July 1994, signa-
ture of the Global AIDS and Tubercolosis Relief Act, the Leland initiative,
design of the first ‘Month of Africa’ at the UN, and Clinton’s visit to Africa in
1998 and participation the following year in the National Summit on Africa.
However, there remained heavy overtones of the selective engagement of the
Cold War years as efforts focused particularly on sub-regional power centres
and high GDP growth countries. These criteria often conveniently coincided
with, and encouraged, the selective engagement that NSA Lake foreshadowed
in his warning to the Organisation of African Unity in 1994: pro-African
policy-makers ‘are confronting the reality of shrinking resources and an
honest scepticism about the return on our investments in peacekeeping and
development’.6

Two key examples of this approach are South Africa and Nigeria. The US
national security institutions especially were never reconciled to the 1986
Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act. The Bush administration consequently
smoothed Congress by signalling sympathy with the anti-apartheid movement
while also citing sufficient evidence of South African reform to lift sanctions
on 10 July 1991. Thereafter the US progressively deepened relations with a
South Africa that is strategically well located and enjoys vast mineral wealth, a
strong industrial base and a diverse and productive agricultural sector. South
Africa’s privileged status was reflected in its aid allocation in FY 1994 of $900
million. This made it one of just two African states in the top 15 of US aid
destinations in FY 1994 (the other being famine-stricken Ethiopia), despite its
having an overall standard of living much higher than most African countries.

As for Nigeria, it was, and remains, attractive for three key reasons. First, it
is mineral rich, a magnet for US multinationals, and a source of non-Middle
Eastern oil. It currently has proven oilfields of around 25 billion barrels,
natural gas reserves of over 100 trillion cubic feet, provides 7–9% of US oil
imports, and carries a US investment stock of $7 billion, mainly in the energy
sector. Second, Nigeria is a key power centre that can serve as a stabilising
regional force and deliver American power by proxy, as reflected in the Clinton
administration’s train-and-equip programme to prepare at least five Nigerian
battalions for peacekeeping duties in Sierra Leone. Third, Nigeria could be a
catalyst for democratisation if it accomplished a successful political transition,
albeit critics have seen this as a lesser American priority. The US imposed
limited sanctions on Nigeria in the mid-1990s after its failure to make demo-
cratic progress – including visa restrictions and termination of military aid –
but quickly removed these after General Abacha’s death in June 1998. When
Clinton travelled to Nigeria in August 2000 in support of democratic transi-
tion, he emphasised the country’s role in regional peacekeeping and inter-
national crime cooperation. Despite ongoing human rights problems, the
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George W. Bush administration subsequently recognised Nigeria as playing a
leading role in forging an anti-terrorism consensus among states in sub-
Saharan Africa.7

Bush’s election was greeted with some trepidation by African countries and
pro-African policy-makers and pressure groups, especially given his assertion
in February 2000 that Africa did not fit into US national strategic interests. In
the event it was 9/11 rather than the Bush administration’s arrival that most
changed US Africa policy. Prior to this the administration moved to refocus
aid around three pillars of economic growth, agriculture and trade; global
health; and democracy, conflict prevention and humanitarian assistance.
Actual policy, though, broadly followed the established contours of trade and
aid concessions to countries that undertook economic and political reforms;
promoting African capacity for conflict resolution; and pursuit of privileged
relationships with selected countries of strategic and/or economic importance.
Hence the Bush administration continued to back peace initiatives, such as in
Sierra Leone and the conclusion of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement in
Sudan in 2005. Its African Contingency Training and Assistance Program was
designed to train over 40,000 peacekeepers within five years. And the continu-
ing ‘Mogadishu syndrome’ was evident in the Bush administration’s prefer-
ence during the Liberia crisis for Nigeria to take a leading peacekeeping role
rather than deploy US peacekeepers.

9/11 returned Africa to a situation somewhat akin to the Cold War whereby
it was addressed as a part of something else – anti-terrorism being substituted
for superpower competition. The principal changes have been threefold. First,
African leaders have seen danger and opportunity in the Bush adminis-
tration’s ‘for us or against us’ dichotomy in the war on terror. Sudan seized the
chance to restore diplomatic relations with the US by handing over secret files
on Osama bin Laden, who had lived there during the 1990s, and surrendering
Abu-Anas al-Liby, who was implicated in the 1998 embassy bombings in Dar
es Salaam and Nairobi.8 The reaction of Qaddafi’s Libya was likewise accom-
modating. Referred to by one US official as in the ‘junior varsity axis of evil’ –
along with Syria and Cuba – it was bound to attract unwanted attention,
especially as it had been a Cold War American enemy and subsequently a
rogue state that supported terrorism and developed a rudimentary WMDs
programme and short-range Scud missiles. Qaddafi decided to appease the US
and the international community.9 Libya condemned the 9/11 attacks and,
given its own problems with Islamic militants, emphasised their connections
with al-Qaeda and the Jihad in Afghanistan. It also finally settled with Britain
over the Lockerbie bombing and renounced terrorism and WMDs. In 2004,
once caught shipping nuclear material, Libya accepted the ‘inspections-
as-verification’ model of inspectors witnessing the dismantling and destruc-
tion of prohibited weapons.10

Second, the allocation of aid has acquired a renewed strategic focus as a
means to secure resource interests, garner support for US policy in the UN
Security Council and stabilise key vulnerable states. For instance, African oil
currently accounts for 15% of US oil imports, is projected to grow to 25%
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within ten years and has the double advantage that it reduces dependence on
the volatile Middle East and that African producers are likely to be more
malleable as few are OPEC members. Also, the Bush administration threat-
ened to withhold military aid from 35 countries that refused to sign an agree-
ment with the US exempting Americans from potential prosecution by the
ICC. Furthermore, FY 2004 US aid figures reveal that Ethiopia, Kenya and
Uganda – important African allies – were among the top 15 recipients as a
consequence of their being focus countries for the Global AIDS initiative.
Figures for 2001–03 suggest, though, that these were not the worst affected
countries and that the AIDS infection rate was actually falling faster in
Uganda and Kenya than elsewhere in Africa.11

Third, there has been an increased securitisation of US Africa policy. The
2002 National Security Strategy for the first time identified global develop-
ment as a pillar of US national security,12 and in January 2004 USAID desig-
nated five core operational goals of American foreign assistance, two of which
were supporting US geostrategic interests and strengthening fragile states.13

Washington has thus, for instance, stepped up initiatives to train and secure
influence over African, especially South African, military and police forces
through the construction of new war colleges and security police academies. It
has been instrumental in crafting new domestic anti-terrorism legislation in
Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda – countries at the centre of the war on terrorism
in the Horn of Africa.14 Moreover, it is keen to establish bases in African
countries to help with crisis response in the Persian Gulf and Middle East. For
example, American military units were stationed in Djibouti in December
2002, from where anti-al Qaeda strikes in Yemen were launched; US naval
forces are using ports in Kenya and Eritrea to patrol the Indian Ocean and
Red Sea; and Ethiopia has been helping to combat Islamist terrorists based in
Somalia.15

To its credit the Bush administration has resourced development policy far
beyond that secured by Clinton. The New Compact for Development promises
a 50% increase in US development assistance and includes new funds for
famine and emergency relief, an Emergency Plan for AIDS relief, increased
contributions to the World Bank and the creation of the flagship Millennium
Challenge Account (MCA). At the G-8 summit in July 2005 Bush agreed to a
series of measures to advance global poverty reduction, including cancellation
of all bilateral and multilateral debt for qualifying heavily indebted poor coun-
tries. And his administration has endorsed collaborative African ventures,
such as the New Partnership for Africa’s Development, the Economic Com-
munity of West African States (ECOWAS) and the African Union.

Nevertheless, doubts remain that Bush will, or can, deliver on his promises,
and expansive rhetoric fuels the gap between Africa’s expectations and the
realities of American policy. His administration’s trade policies were a major
cause of the collapse of the WTO Cancun meeting and American subsidies
damage key African primary exports and undermine potential benefits of the
AGOA. Also, the US lags at the bottom of OECD rankings of major aid
donors as a percentage of gross national income (GNI), and Congress remains
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unconvinced of overseas development aid as a funding priority – as indicated
by its repeated slashing of MCA funding requests.16 Multiple criticisms have
been voiced too about the style and objectives of the MCA. Its bilateral basis
increases US leverage over participants and would-be participants and reflects
ongoing reservations about multilateralism. Also, MCA qualifying criteria,
organised around ruling justly, investing in people and encouraging economic
freedom, have been seen as blatant export of the American model. Critics
regard this as likely to maintain the majority of African states in a condition
of dependency and as cynical manipulation of American trade advantage,
particularly as over 70% of US development aid is conditional upon purchase
in America of the goods and services involved.17 Furthermore, there is
renewed danger that the global war on terrorism will maintain Africa at the
margins of American policy and lead development priorities to be subordin-
ated to a country’s stability, economic value and willingness to cooperate in,
especially, the war on terrorism.

The US and the Middle East – return of the ‘vision thing’?

It was never in doubt that America would remain intimately involved in the
Middle East after the Cold War. The US could not afford to jeopardise its
special relationship with Israel and the secure flow of Middle Eastern oil into
the world economy, or abandon its allies to a dangerous security environment,
especially as ‘new’ threats emerged such as state-sponsored terrorism, prolifer-
ation of WMDs and the growing power of Islamic fundamentalism. Yet it also
faced new problems in acting because removal of Cold War overlay better
revealed the region’s multiple fracture points, necessitated new means of legit-
imising US policies, and compromised administrations’ freedom of man-
oeuvre by allowing domestic actors greater influence in foreign policy. Key
questions were how would Washington fulfil its role as regional hegemon?
What would be the key objectives of its policies? And what level of political
and resource commitment would it make?

The George H. Bush administration quickly had opportunity to demon-
strate US determination to remain the regional hegemon and that its power
and, potentially, its willingness to use it, were undiminished. The speed, nature
and intensity of its response to Saddam Hussein’s disastrously miscalculated
invasion of Kuwait on 2 August 1990 caused great discussion. Was it motiv-
ated by concern for oil (the Persian Gulf accounted for 65% of known world
oil reserves), human rights, non-proliferation of WMDs, territorial integrity
of Kuwait, or by revenge for the Iraqi leader’s ‘betrayal’ of American support
during the Iran–Iraq war? Most probably there were elements of all these
factors. Even more importantly, US leadership of an international coalition
operating under UN auspices to repel Iraq lent credence to American
determination to safeguard Middle Eastern stability and encouraged hopes
for assertive multilateralism and a New World Order. It also sent important
messages to Middle Eastern states. First, it encouraged Saudi Arabia and
vulnerable Gulf mini-states to continue their policy since the Iran–Iraq war of
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drawing closer to the US. Second, it suggested that Russia was no longer a
significant restraint on American Middle Eastern policy. This increased US
regional influence, enhanced the possibility of an interventionist American
policy, and signalled to former Soviet client states a need to redevise and
reorientate their foreign policies.

The Bush administration also developed strategic contours and focuses that
shaped US policy throughout the 1990s. It initially continued the Reagan
administration’s policy of engagement of Iraq, which was encouraged by fear
of Iran’s Shiite revolution and lingering resentment over the Iranian hostage
crisis. After favouring Baghdad in the Iran–Iraq war that ended in August
1988, Washington assumed that it could ‘tame’ Saddam Hussein because of
Iraqi domestic reconstruction priorities and continuing American assistance
in helping the regime to develop an impressive arsenal and to access loans and
high technology. However, the Bush administration jettisoned engagement
once Hussein proved this assumption wrong by using chemical weapons
against Iraqi Kurds and invading Kuwait. History had turned full circle.
Nixon had supported Iran as part of the Twin Pillar strategy; Reagan and
Bush had supported Iraq as balancer of post-revolutionary Iran. Now both
countries were regional malcontents and American enemies, and playing them
off against one another could no longer provide regional stability. The Bush
administration thus adopted a strategy of ‘comprehensive containment’
designed to prevent the rise of any regional power hostile to American inter-
ests. This was underpinned by an expanded post-Gulf War military deploy-
ment in the region – especially in the Gulf monarchies – that was itself backed
by the formidable US ‘over-the-horizon’ military presence that Reagan
developed in the wake of the Carter Doctrine.

Denied the legitimatisation of anti-communism the Bush administration
evolved a new justification for comprehensive containment, namely the rogue
state. The pejorative classification of states not conforming to the ‘rules’ of the
established order was not new. Nevertheless, categorising states as ‘rogue’
played well to US domestic constituencies and appealed to the long-
established Manichean strand of American foreign policy that cast inter-
national affairs in simplistic terms of the battle between good and evil. The
moral force of US arguments benefited, too, from hopes of a norm-based New
World Order. States designated as ‘rogue’ were thus cast as a threat not only to
US interests but also to the aspirations of the international community. The
Bush administration further developed this notion of shared threat by
advancing a highly dubious but compelling link between certain states and the
issues of terrorism and WMDs proliferation. Secretary of State-designate
James Baker told Congress in September 1989 that ‘chemical warheads and
ballistic missiles have fallen into the hands of governments with proven
records of aggression and terrorism’.18

It is now known that the US helped to put such weapons into the hands
of Saddam Hussein. Also, the definition of rogue state has been notori-
ously soft, frequently reflecting the political predilections of the US and
replete with glaring inconsistencies. For instance, during its first term the
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Clinton administration cited Cuba as a rogue state but refused to so designate
the objectively more justifiable Syria. This selectivity reflected the contempor-
aneous influence of the American Cuban émigré community and then
ongoing attempts to engage Damascus in a comprehensive peace settlement
with Israel. Yet in some respects these criticisms miss the point of the rogue
state concept. It was less an exercise in intellectual rigour than a strategy of
mobilisation and justification for American actions and overseas commit-
ments. It also encouraged international cooperation and burden-sharing. The
selection of specific targets might cause friction with allies, but those same
countries shared fears about issues such as WMDs proliferation and wanted to
keep the US multilaterally engaged. Hence, for example, to contain Saddam
Hussein a comprehensive international sanctions regime was imposed under
UN Security Council resolution 661 – relieved only by the oil for food pro-
gramme – and multilaterally enforced no-fly zones were established to protect
Kurds in southern Iraq and Shiite Muslims in the north.

Leadership of the Gulf War, the shift to comprehensive containment and
the emerging emphasis on rogue states all indicated that the Bush adminis-
tration generally favoured the status quo in the Middle East. This conformed
with its strategic conservatism elsewhere and was epitomised by its Gulf War
decision to stop short of Baghdad and refrain from forcibly removing Saddam
Hussein’s regime. In the meantime the Bush administration worked quietly
with established partner states in the Middle East and with the Soviet Union/
Russia to address some of the region’s other sources of instability. For
instance, in January 1992 multilateral talks on Middle Eastern issues were held
in Moscow focusing on water resources, the environment, economic develop-
ment, refugee issues and arms control.19 Still more significantly the Bush
administration sought to capitalise on propitious post-Gulf War conditions
to advance the MEPP. Iraq was contained, a Syria-enforced peace in the
Lebanon was holding, the PLO had lost its Soviet backing and Israel recog-
nised the implications of its diminished strategic importance in the post-Cold
War era. In October 1991, Bush and Gorbachev launched a new initiative and
at the Madrid Conference brought together all the major Middle Eastern
parties to begin a series of bilateral and multilateral talks aimed at reaching a
comprehensive peace settlement. An elaborate multi-track negotiation struc-
ture was laid out and hopes of success rose, especially once Yitzhak Rabin’s
Labour Party was elected in Israel in June 1992.

The Clinton administration reaffirmed existing US Middle Eastern prior-
ities and policies: ‘Securing a just, lasting and comprehensive peace between
Israel and its neighbours . . . preserving Israel’s security and well-being; main-
taining security arrangements to preserve stability in the Persian Gulf and
commercial access to its resources; combating terrorism and weapons prolifer-
ation; assisting U.S. businesses, and promoting political and economic
reform.’20 Rather like in Africa, the Clinton administration talked up the pro-
spects of engaging the region in the global economy, stressed the importance
of trade liberalisation and hoped that supporting civil society and promoting
economic development would encourage bottom-up reform in authoritarian
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regimes. Hence, for example, USAID funded programmes in Egypt, Jordan
and the Palestinian territories to develop civic groups; funding also went to
good-governance schemes in Egypt and to developing industrialisation in
Jordan. However, the pattern of US funding suggested that these programmes
were designed foremost to shore up key partners such as Saudi Arabia, Egypt
and Jordan against domestic discontent and potential challenge from Islamic
fundamentalists rather than to effect serious change in the politics of the
region.

The prioritisation of stability also ran through the reconstitution of com-
prehensive containment into ‘dual containment’. The Clinton administration’s
overarching strategy of engagement and enlargement rested on the assump-
tion that enlarging the family of nations committed to democracy, free
markets and peace would protect American strategic interests and stabilise the
international system. NSA Lake argued that states that chose to remain out-
side this ‘family’ were on ‘the wrong side of history’. These were the ‘rogue’ or
‘backlash’ states, characterised by their promotion of radical ideologies,
suppression of basic human rights and a ‘siege mentality’ that drove them
to pursue ambitious and destabilising military programmes, including the
development of WMDs and missile delivery systems. The US had a
‘special responsibility for developing a strategy to neutralise, contain and,
through selective pressure, perhaps even transform these backlash states into
constructive members of the international community’.21

Classifying Iran and Iraq as rogue states legitimised dual containment in the
Middle East, albeit that the Clinton administration regarded these regimes in
slightly different ways. It was hoped that pressure would persuade Iran to end
its support of international terrorism, its efforts to undermine the MEPP, and
its drive to acquire WMDs and the means to deliver them. Saddam Hussein’s
Iraq was simply to be contained for it was considered irredeemable. The
administration initially pursued rigorous containment and isolation policies
towards both countries. Comprehensive sanctions against Iraq were routinely
renewed and in late 1994 the US airlifted military forces to Kuwait in response
to Iraqi forces moving towards the Kuwaiti border. On 30 April 1995 Clinton
banned all American economic relations with Iran and the following year
Congress passed the ILSA, which provided for extraterritorial sanctions
against foreign commercial entities conducting business with Iran and Libya.

The demonisation of Iran and Iraq as rogue states, coupled with memories
of the Gulf War and the Iranian hostage crisis, made the costs inherent in dual
containment an easy sell to Congress and the American people. However, the
strategy soon ran into trouble. Some feared it would push Iran and Iraq into a
Faustian pact. More importantly, it depended on a willingness to deploy
American troops to combat, which in turn partly depended on the willingness
of Middle Eastern countries to afford facilities for such operations – a willing-
ness that often fluctuated in response to US policy towards Israel and the
MEPP. Dual containment also demanded that the US keep Iran and Iraq
isolated from their neighbours and forge an international consensus on main-
taining comprehensive sanctions. The Clinton administration achieved neither
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of these objectives. European allies favoured constructive engagement with
Teheran and disputed the effectiveness of economic sanctions. This under-
mined unilateral US sanctions, increased the cost to America of maintaining
them and, when the Clinton administration sought to offset the latter through
the ILSA, inspired a major transatlantic dispute. Soon, dual containment
became a strategic cul-de-sac, neither offering a solution to indefinite resource
expenditure nor allowing the flexibility to pursue different US objectives in
Iran and Iraq.

Increasing domestic and international criticism and American inability to
control events on the ground forced a policy shift. Regime change became the
objective in Iraq. The administration ruled out large-scale military action to
forcibly depose Saddam Hussein but did increasingly seek to undermine him.
It resisted pressure from France and Russia especially to rethink Iraqi sanc-
tions. It conducted military strikes to degrade Iraq’s military capacity – such
as Operation Desert Fox in December 1998 in response to Iraqi obstruction of
UN weapons inspectors. And it worked with domestic and exiled opposition
groups – including measures such as Clinton’s signature in October 1998 of
the Iraq Liberation Act to provide up to $97 million of military aid to Iraqi
opposition elements. Meantime, with its Iranian policy collapsing and encour-
aged by the inauguration of the more moderate Mohammed Khatami as
Iran’s president, the Clinton administration softened its approach to Teheran.
It was domestically constrained, especially by Congress, as to how far it could
relax economic sanctions, but the administration nevertheless signalled a
shift in 1997 by indicating that it would not oppose a planned 2,000-mile
pipeline to carry gas from Turkmenistan to Turkey through Iran.22 The follow-
ing year it waived extraterritorial sanctions against a large consortium of
foreign firms that agreed a deal to develop Iran’s natural gas reserves. On
17 June 1998, Secretary of State Albright enunciated as policy the de facto
development of differentiated containment, suggesting a roadmap to a nor-
malisation of US–Iranian relations subject to Iran acting upon Khatami’s
denunciation of terrorism.

The complement to dual containment, and purportedly the cornerstone of
the Clinton administration’s Middle Eastern policy, was a resolution of the
Israeli–Palestinian conflict. Here too levels of engagement and policy coher-
ence oscillated between benign neglect and diplomatic overdrive. Initially it did
little but strengthen US relations with Israel and neglect the peace process.
Secret negotiations between the PLO and Israel, mediated by Norway rather
than the US, provided the breakthrough that enabled Clinton to preside in
September 1993 over a momentous meeting at the White House between PLO
Chairman Yasser Arafat and Yitzhak Rabin. In the Oslo Accord the PLO
acknowledged Israel’s right to exist in peace in return for Israel recognising
the PLO as the official representative of the Palestinian people and allowing
Palestinians in the Gaza Strip and Jericho on the West Bank to begin self-
government. This was followed in 1994 by another historic meeting at the
White House that saw Rabin and King Hussein of Jordan normalise Israeli–
Jordanian relations.
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Clinton then surprisingly stood back from the MEPP, declaring in March
1994 that ‘the United States should refrain from intervening in these peace
talks’.23 Despite the conclusion of the Oslo II agreement in September 1995
momentum predictably stalled without sufficient US prodding amid political
disagreement and the activities of extremist groups such as Hezbollah, Hamas
and Islamic Jihad. In November 1995, Yitzhak Rabin was assassinated for his
part in the peace process and his replacement, Shimon Peres, put security
before peace. In January 1996, the Israeli secret service conducted a highly
incendiary assassination in Gaza of ‘The Engineer’, Yehiya Ayash – a legend-
ary Islamic terrorist responsible for the deaths of dozens of Israelis. Peres res-
ponded to waves of retaliatory bus bombings with both the harshest blockade
ever on Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza and, in April 1996, ‘Operation
Grapes of Wrath’, a military operation against civilian areas in southern Leb-
anon. The aim was to punish Hezbollah fighters but the ensuing massacre
appalled world opinion and tarnished the US by association with Israel.

The Clinton administration belatedly moved to rescue the peace process.
To stabilise the security environment it pledged intelligence and technical
assistance to Israeli efforts to combat bombings and offered resources to the
Palestinian Authority (PA) to help professionalise its security services so that
it could better control terrorist activities within its territories. In 1997–98
Clinton held two summits with Peres’s successor, Benjamin Netanyahu, and
two with Arafat. Secretary of State Albright visited Israel and the PA three
times and met senior officials elsewhere at least six times. Middle East Envoy
Dennis Ross shuttled back and forth to the Middle East at least seven times.24

Constant ‘hand-holding’ finally brought Arafat and Netanyahu to revive the
MEPP with the signature on 23 October 1998 of the Wye Memorandum in
Washington. However, when Ehud Barak replaced Netanyahu and failed to
implement the Wye agreement the US response was again feeble.

The pinnacle of Clinton’s personal investment in the MEPP, and a complete
reversal of his earlier hands-off approach, was his convocation on 11 July 2000
of a trilateral summit at Camp David. This followed an accord signed by
Barak and Arafat at Sharm el-Sheikh on 4 September 1999 that promised a
framework agreement and then a full peace treaty within the year. However, 14
days of negotiation failed to deliver an agreement and the blame game began.
Clinton and Barak blamed Arafat and the Palestinians. There was some truth
in this, but it was not the whole story. Barak adopted a take-it-or-leave-it
approach and Clinton apparently did little to moderate it. Clinton also made
matters worse by searching for an administration-defining final settlement
rather than nudging the process forward. Moreover, precedent suggested to
both Israelis and Palestinians that US rhetorical pressure on Israel to meet
commitments and make concessions – such as settlement policy and negoti-
ated Israeli withdrawals – was rarely followed by action, due not least to the
power of the US pro-Israeli lobby led by the American-Israel Public Affairs
Committee and the Christian Religious Right.25

Clinton left office with the US firmly embedded as the Middle Eastern
hegemon and having largely preserved a status quo that seemingly suited
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American vested interests. The rogue state concept had also rallied domestic
and international constituencies against, essentially, enemies of American
regional interests. Yet core objectives remained unfulfilled and strategy seemed
increasingly adrift and event driven. Saddam Hussein still clung to power,
international support for Iraqi sanctions was crumbling, and indigenous
groupings seemed incapable of overthrowing the regime. The thaw in US–
Iranian relations was potential rather than material, especially once fears grew
that its WMDs programme was further developed than originally thought:
Clinton had responded by signing the Iran non-proliferation act on 14 March
2000. The MEPP had collapsed amid the post-Camp David blame game and
the onset in September 2000 of the al-Aqsa intifada. American standing in the
Muslim world had fallen as a consequence of perceived double-standards
vis-à-vis US treatment of Iraq and Israel, Clinton’s cruise missile strikes in
1998 against alleged terrorist targets in Afghanistan and Sudan, and alleged
pro-Israeli bias in the peace process. In turn, terrorism was an as yet under-
addressed but rising threat to US interests and personnel – as evidenced by the
bombings of US military barracks at Al-Khobar in June 1996 and the attack
on the USS Cole in Aden on 12 October 2000.

The George W. Bush administration initially demonstrated general policy
continuity but leading neo-conservative advisers and officials had long been
dismayed by Clinton’s allegedly weak handling of Middle Eastern policy and,
especially, by Saddam Hussein’s continuing grasp on power. 9/11 provided the
catalyst that enabled them to operationalise preconceived ideas. The result was
an astonishing reversal of established American Middle Eastern policy and of
things for which the Bush administration professed to stand for and against.
An administration sceptical of nation-building and peacekeeping commit-
ments in the Balkans and elsewhere turned volte-face to attempt precisely this
in Afghanistan and Iraq. An administration that promised to rectify its pre-
decessor’s alleged confusion of foreign policy and morality prosecuted a war
in Iraq in the name of American national security and subsequently reinvented
it as a war for Wilsonian liberalism. And a conservative Republican adminis-
tration launched an unprecedented and potentially high-risk assault on the
status quo in the Middle East and on 60 years of American foreign policy.

Five key facets of the Bush administration’s new approach to the Middle
East are: shock and awe; a confrontational approach to rogue states; an
uncompromising embrace of democratisation and the market; an emerging
emphasis under Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice on public diplomacy;
and the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. The mighty American military machine
easily delivered shock and awe once unbound by 9/11 and the emerging doc-
trine of preventative strike. 9/11 and connections drawn between the Afghan
Taliban leadership and al-Qaeda allowed the Bush administration to steer
retaliatory action through the UN and its allies to rally behind the US position
and to support efforts to counter Osama bin Laden’s claim of the West waging
war upon Islam. The Afghan campaign began on 7 October 2001 and
employed a potent combination of precision weapons, indigenous allies and
special operational forces. The Taliban was rapidly routed and by December
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2001 the Bonn accord had been signed under UN auspices to establish a
roadmap to the establishment of a stable and democratic Afghanistan. An
Afghan Interim Administration was established under the leadership of
Hamid Karzai; an International Security Assistance Force was deployed to
assist stabilisation; NGOs increased relief activities; and in Tokyo in January
2002 the international community pledged $4–5 billion of aid over five
years. A new democratic constitution was subsequently agreed and, on
9 October 2004, landmark, if flawed, presidential elections were held. National
elections to elect a lower house of parliament followed in September 2005,
with one-quarter of the 249 seats being reserved for women.

No sooner had American and mujahidin guns dispatched the Taliban than
Bush locked Saddam Hussein in US sights. Military planning began in
November 2001 and Bush made the decision in principle to remove Hussein
forcibly as early as January 2002.26 In March 2003 the military campaign
began, despite failure to secure specific UN approval of military intervention,
profound transatlantic divisions, deep disquiet in the Arab Middle East and a
worldwide popular protest involving an estimated 10 million people. A barrage
of cruise missiles and thousands of satellite-guided bombs decimated Iraqi
defences and within two weeks US troops reached Baghdad. The capital
quickly succumbed and Saddam Hussein fled, eventually being captured in
December. A military occupation was established and run by a Coalition Pro-
visional Authority (CPA), which subsequently appointed and delegated
limited power to the Iraq Interim Governing Council. On 28 June 2004 a
transitional constitution came into effect, the CPA and the Governing Council
were disbanded and restricted sovereignty was transferred to Iyad Allawi’s
Iraqi interim government. A new government came into power in January
2005 as a result of elections and a referendum was set for 15 October 2005 on a
controversial new constitution. Security, however, still depended heavily on
American-dominated coalition forces.

The Bush administration’s more confrontational approach to the Middle
East’s rogue states was evident in the way that it swept away Clinton’s enfeebled
strategy of differentiated containment with a torrent of dubious conflations
between rogue states, WMDs proliferation and international terrorism. The
President told a joint session of Congress in September 2001 that the US would
regard as hostile any state that harboured or supported terrorism. He extended
this in his 2002 State of the Union address to include unfriendly states seeking to
develop WMDs. In the same speech he named Iran, Iraq and North Korea as
representatives of an ‘axis of evil’. In December 2002, NSC Presidential Direct-
ive-17 added Libya and Syria to the list of rogue states allegedly developing
WMDs and sponsoring terrorist activities. Iraq was the vanguard of a new
interventionist Middle Eastern policy but shock and awe sought also to per-
suade other potential targets to amend their ways. As Richard Perle, Assistant
Secretary of Defense in the Reagan administration, put it, ‘We could deliver a
short message, a two-word message . . . You’re next.’27

The message had impact. Syria, for instance, moderated its position as the
Bush administration accused it of supporting terrorist groups including
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Hezbollah and Hamas, of sheltering Iraqi insurgents, of possessing chemical
and biological weapons, and of facilitating Iranian assistance to extremist
groups in Lebanon and the Palestinian territories. Newly surrounded by Ameri-
can occupied or allied states, Damascus closed its borders – officially at least –
with Iraq, toned down its anti-American rhetoric and in 2005 withdrew its
armed forces from Lebanon. Iran was less easily swayed and Bush administra-
tion policy towards it has been inconsistent, unconvincing and, to date, largely
unsuccessful. In June 2001 it issued an indictment identifying Saudi Hezbollah
as responsible for the June 1996 bombing of US military barracks at Al-Khobar
and claimed that Iran had inspired, supported and directed Hezbollah organis-
ations in Bahrain, Kuwait, Lebanon and Saudi Arabia since the early 1980s.28

In 2002 it signalled that it had lost patience with Khatami’s reforms and
advanced a strengthened combined WMDs, proliferation and terrorism case
against Teheran. The 9/11 Commission identified contacts between the Iranian
clerical regime and al-Qaeda members. Much play was made of the inter-
ception in early 2002 of an arms shipment from Iran that was destined for the
Palestinian leadership. Washington also began to criticise Iran for promoting
Islamic fundamentalist groups in post-invasion Afghanistan and Iraq.

On 2 August 2002 Zalmay Khalilizad, senior White House official with
responsibility for Iran, explained the administration’s approach as ‘a dual
track policy based on moral clarity: tell the world specifically what is destruc-
tive and unacceptable about Iran’s behaviour: sponsorship of terror; pursuit
of weapons of mass destruction; and oppression of the clearly expressed
desires of the Iranian people for freedom and democracy while laying out a
positive vision of partnership and support for the Iranian people’.29 The
administration has been much better at demonising Iran than developing posi-
tive support of either the Iranian people or the international community. For
much of its first term this produced merely a US–Iranian stand-off remin-
iscent of the predifferentiated containment era. Sabre-rattling directed at Iran
also alarmed American allies and exacerbated an impression that the Bush
administration was intent upon a crusade against Islam. In 2005 the adminis-
tration swung behind EU attempts to incentivise Iran into reform and aban-
doning its nuclear programme. However, this is probably less a conversion to
soft power multilateralism than a tactical shift driven by preoccupation with
Iraq, a lack of alternatives and the hope that if talks break down the Europe-
ans might finally join a hardline approach to Teheran.

The third component of Bush administration Middle Eastern policy is a
conscious and overt break with 60 years of American foreign policy. In
November 2003 Bush argued that ‘it would be reckless to accept the status
quo’ because for ‘as long as the Middle East remains a place where freedom
does not flourish, it will remain a place of stagnation, resentment, and vio-
lence ready for export’.30 He also rejected America’s traditional trade of stabil-
ity for tolerating oppression: ‘Long-standing ties often led us to overlook the
faults of local elites . . . this bargain did not bring us stability or make us
safe. It merely bought time, while problems festered and ideologies of violence
took hold.’31 The new prescription was a healthy dose of democratisation and
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zealous embrace of the market to drain popular support from extremist
groups. Bush seemingly dismissed at a stroke the clash of civilisations thesis
and the perceived incompatibilities of democracy and Islam that throughout
the Cold War underpinned the so-called ‘Middle Eastern exceptionalism’ and
justified the US collaborating with autocracies.

Bush encapsulated this policy revolution in his announcement of the
Reaganesque ‘Forward Strategy for Freedom’32 on 6 November 2003, which
foresaw political and economic reform advancing hand-in-hand across the
Middle East. Some groundwork was in place. On 12 December 2002 the
US–Middle East Partnership Initiative was established to promote education
reform, private sector development, civil society, rule of law and economic
opportunity. This was organised around four pillars of economic, political,
educational and women’s empowerment and designed to include governments,
academic institutions, the private sector and NGOs. The region was also
eligible for the MCA programme and in May 2003 Bush proposed the estab-
lishment of a US–Middle East Free Trade Area by 2013. In June 2004 the G-8
agreed a ‘Partnership for Progress and a Common Future with the Broader
Middle East and North Africa’. Initiatives therein included democracy assist-
ance dialogue, promoting education reform, training in microfinance, promo-
tion of entrepreneurship, developing measures to encourage investment and a
‘Forum for the Future’ that brings together the G-8 and regional partners.

An emerging emphasis on public diplomacy to win Middle Eastern hearts
and minds has complemented these initiatives. It would be an enormous chal-
lenge in the best of circumstances to convince Middle Eastern regimes and
peoples that, after 60 years of supporting autocratic rule in exchange for
regional stability, America had suddenly changed. This task was made much
harder by the invasion of Iraq, which destroyed the 1990s impression of the
US as a relatively benign regional hegemon. And America’s reputation was
further tarnished by a series of disastrous events and scandals – including
failure to find WMDs in Iraq, heavy-handed counter-insurgency operations
and high-profile American human rights violations against Iraqis. In a heavily
mediatised world this has, in the Bush administration’s view, provided an
opportunity to those who deliberately misrepresent or misinterpret American
policy and contributed to a disconnection between American policy and mes-
sage. It is consequently developing an office of global communications in the
White House and a rapid response unit designed to counter ‘misinformation
and misinterpretation’ of US policies and to enhance ‘information channels’
in the Middle East. These measures echo the Cold War preoccupation with
sending signals and messages and include increased Voice of America broad-
casting and a new Middle East television network called Alhurra – Arabic for
‘the free one’.

This leaves the MEPP as the fifth element of the Bush administration’s
Middle East strategy. Bush showed interest only once 9/11 allowed the Israel–
Palestine conflict to be seen as encouraging terrorism and hatred of Israel’s
Western backers. His response was potentially a significant step forward. Bush
became the first US president to articulate support for a two-state solution
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with an independent Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza Strip con-
tiguous with Israel.33 In September 2002, together with other Quartet mem-
bers (the EU, UN and Russia) and following on from UN Security Council
resolution 242, the US unveiled a performance-based and goal-driven road-
map. There would be three phases, progress from one to the next being contin-
gent upon fulfilment of a series of conditions and events and with the ultimate
objective a comprehensive settlement by 2005.

The commitment of the Bush administration to the MEPP should not,
though, be overstated. The surprising speed with which the roadmap was
developed owed much to its prior European authorship.34 In practice the
administration’s approach has been even less balanced than its predecessor,
owing not least to the combined influence of neo-conservatives, Christian
fundamentalists and the Israel lobby. Bush effected a major pro-Israeli shift in
American policy by accepting, during the 2004 presidential election campaign,
the legitimacy of major Israeli settlements in east Jerusalem and the West
Bank.35 His administration continued to blame the Palestinians for the col-
lapse of the Camp David talks and largely accepted Israeli Prime Minister
Ariel Sharon’s conflation of Palestinian resistance and terrorism. Indeed,
Bush effectively made Palestinian regime change a prerequisite for progress on
the roadmap by declaring in 2002 that Arafat was an unacceptable negotiating
partner. Furthermore, he has thus far largely failed to realise his pledge to
invest political capital during his second term to make a Palestinian state a
reality, despite Arafat’s death and the election in January 2005 of Mahmoud
Abbas as head of the PA, someone far more acceptable to the US than Arafat
ever was. Sharon’s disengagement from Gaza in 2005 was largely unilateral
and US efforts to link it to the roadmap have been low-key at best. In the
meantime the US emphasis on Israeli security continues with Bush offering the
PA the assistance of General William Ward to help restructure its security
services and Condoleezza Rice stressing the PA’s need to ‘tackle the infra-
structure of terrorism’.36

The Bush administration’s record in the Middle East is a complex mixture
of grand ideas, inadequate planning, unforeseen consequences, unknown des-
tinations and controversy. Saddam Hussein’s removal was the centre-piece of
its decision to rearrange the politics of the region but it was horribly mistaken
in thinking that it could invade Iraq without creating massive and intractable
problems. It was not fanciful to believe that conventional military victory
would come quickly, but it was to believe that armed resistance would be brief,
that Iraqis would welcome liberation, that a new Iraqi regime could be quickly
installed and that ex-post-facto international consensus would emerge as a
result of success on the ground and proof positive that Saddam Hussein had
WMDs. American moral authority was strong when Bush struck at the Tali-
ban in Afghanistan. It subsequently ran into the Middle Eastern sands due to
US failures to bring the international community behind its invasion of Iraq,
to find WMDs there, and to observe what it preached for the defence of rights
and rule of law. The controversial detention practices in Guantanamo, human
rights abuses at Abu Ghraib and refusal to sign up to the ICC damned the US
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in the eyes of many. Democratisation is an attractive strategy, a US–Middle
East Free Trade Area might progressively reduce the attraction of extremist
politics and strengthen US influence through socialisation and the inherent
hub-and-spoke arrangement, and to its credit the administration has not
absolved traditional US allies from its pressure to reform. In June 2005 Con-
doleezza Rice welcomed demands for political reform in Egypt and Saudi
Arabia, and hailed as ‘impatient patriots’ pro-democracy people in Baghdad,
Beruit, Riyadh, Ramallah, Amman, Teheran and Cairo.37 It is doubtful,
though, that the surge for American-style democratic reform is as strong or as
widespread as the Bush administration would like to believe. Bahrain’s
experiment with political liberalisation in 2002 was marred by the closure of
the country’s leading human rights organisation and the imprisonment of its
leader. The new constitution in Qatar conferred some greater political rights
upon the people in 2004 but also institutionalised the absolute power of the
emir and his family. Iran has seen a recent tightening of conservative control
and, although a step forward, the conduct of Egypt’s first contested presiden-
tial election in September 2005 fell far below accepted international standards.

Furthermore, basing the ‘Forward Strategy for Freedom’ on democratis-
ation and economic liberalisation exposes the US afresh to charges of exporting
the American model and of hypocrisy as it continues to deal with autocratic
regimes in the seemingly higher priority of anti-terrorism. For instance, to
secure success in Afghanistan the US embraced two powerful dictators, Islam
Karimov of Uzbekistan and Pervez Musharraf of Pakistan. The latter was
also vital in dismantling Abdul Qadeer Khan’s network marketing nuclear
weapons components to countries including Iran. It has also to be questioned
whether democratisation and the focus on civil society and economic liberal-
isation as agents of reform is the best strategy for remaking the Middle East or
a headline-grabbing and politically expedient initiative. External pressure for
democratisation might have quick surface effects and therefore deliver political
and public relations advantages. Alternatives such as modernisation and
human rights advocacy are slower and therefore less likely either to play well in
American domestic politics or create the impression of active US leadership.
However, these approaches are certainly less antagonistic and arguably more
effective. US interest in democratisation diverges from the interests of most of
the region’s regimes, and significant changes in Middle Eastern culture and
society are probably needed before democracy can take root. For instance,
unless civil society is first liberalised – freedom of expression, association and
so on – then elections might simply maintain privileged groupings in power,
gift them an added veneer of legitimacy and assist them in co-opting civic
groups into existing rather than reformed structures. It is possible too that
radical Islam might consolidate its position rather than atrophy in open elec-
tions without prior changes in society and human expectation. Consider, for
example, the political success of Hamas in the Palestinian territories and that
Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon creates a vacuum that might be filled by
sectarian nationalism and enable Hezbollah to come into the political process
without first surrendering its arms.
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Finally, it remains uncertain whether the Bush administration can
achieve the nation-building in Afghanistan and Iraq that it initially wanted to
extract the US from in the Balkans. Surface democracy seemingly shone when
millions of Afghans lined up on 9 October 2004 to vote in the historic election
but Afghanistan’s economic, political and security realities suggest a long haul
ahead, for which an Iraq-distracted Bush administration has lost appetite.
Large parts of Afghanistan beyond Kabul remain unsafe and effectively ruled
by warlords. The US is complicit in this because it has relied on the same
mujahidin militias – many little less extreme than the Taliban – that wrought
havoc upon the country between the USSR’s withdrawal and the Taliban
government’s arrival in 1996. Also, despite large aid pledges, the Afghan
government still struggles to finance essentials. Regional warlords withhold
customs revenues and foreign assistance funds predominantly UN operations
and specific reconstruction projects. Kabul’s limited reach is indicated by a
limited Taliban reassertion in the south-east especially and by considerable
increases in opium production. Indeed, in 2003 the opium harvest was worth
over $1 billion – around 25% of the country’s GDP38 and Afghanistan risks
degenerating into a Colombia-style narco-state.

The situation in Iraq is even worse, despite the massive commitment of
American personnel, equipment and money. At the time of writing the Bush
administration had 140,000 troops in Iraq, had already spent $250 billion on
military operations and reconstruction, and was spending a further $6 billion
per month on basic running costs. If American troops remain for a further five
years estimated costs are around $1.3 trillion.39 The administration seems to
have grievously underestimated the political and religious complexity of Iraq,
the strength and resilience of the insurgency, the difficulties in preventing foreign
fighters and arms seeping through the country’s porous borders, and the sheer
scale of the task of rebuilding the instruments of governance and law and order.
Conversely, it appears to have overestimated the willingness of the international
community to finance and assist rebuilding Iraq. The latter has not been helped
by controversial US distribution of reconstruction contracts and the very nature
of its intervention. Even close allies have begun to desert – Spain, for example,
pulled military forces out of Iraq following Aznar’s election defeat by Zapatero
in the aftermath of the Madrid train bombings in March 2004. Political progress
in Iraq is therefore painfully slow, violence and insecurity are rife and an exit
strategy is difficult to discern. Moreover, Bush’s ‘for as long as it takes’ stance is
increasingly difficult to sustain as bombings and firefights in Iraq regularly fill
television screens worldwide, the American body and injury counts rise and
events such as Hurricane Katrina, which devastated New Orleans in September
2005, lead the American people to ask why so much is being sacrificed in Iraq
when the US has so many problems at home.

Conclusion

The Cold War’s end reinforced rather than changed the different relative
importance attached by the US to Africa and the Middle East. American
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policy towards the former has remained driven by considerations of primary
products, economic opportunity and desire to maintain relations with key
preferred partners. To this has been added a forced spasmodic engagement
consequent upon Africa’s numerous heavily media-exposed humanitarian
crises. Clinton’s good intentions for Africa struggled after the Somalia
débâcle, and without a strong lobby in Washington it was all too easy to let
African policy drift and take solace in the hope that economic development
and indigenous activities would slowly ameliorate things. George W. Bush
has better resourced Africa policy but the focus is less Africa-centred than
on the value of certain nations and collections of countries to the war on
terror.

The contrast in the levels of political, economic and military engagement
dedicated to Africa and the Middle East by all post-Cold War American
administrations is stark. America has continued to look to the UN and other
nations to deal with Africa while becoming more firmly entrenched than ever
as the Middle Eastern hegemon. Since Somalia, the US has sought to develop
surrogates and eschew even peacekeeping duties in Africa but in the Middle
East it has undertaken enforcement action in support of post-Gulf War UN
Security Council resolutions, fought two wars in Iraq and one in Afghanistan,
and complemented its ‘over-the-horizon’ military presence with expanded
regional deployment. And, although George W. Bush has slightly amended his
view that Africa does not register in US strategic interests, he has pledged a
generational commitment to the Middle East and mortgaged both US
credibility and the war on terror to a successful rearrangement of the region’s
economic and political structures – starting with somehow making Iraq a
triumph of nation-building.

Finally, whereas it is difficult to discern a post-Cold War US Africa strategy
there have been numerous strategies developed for the Middle East: engage-
ment of Iraq, comprehensive containment, dual containment, differentiated
containment and the Forward Strategy for Freedom. The common denomin-
ators of the first four are that they were designed primarily to preserve a
status quo considered to be in US interests and that they were all qualified
failures. The last is a sudden rejection of the status quo and is both incomplete
and a monumental gamble that unleashing agents of political and economic
reform will deliver a Middle East more rather than less amenable to US inter-
ests. Indeed, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that the George W. Bush
administration is, to an extent at least, making up strategy as it goes along. A
war of national security in Iraq became a war of Wilsonian liberalism. The
Forward Strategy for Freedom was announced only once US forces got
bogged down in Iraq and realisation dawned that US power alone might be
insufficient to remake the region. Engagement with the pivotal issue of the
Israeli–Palestinian conflict only began once 9/11 allowed it to be seen as a part
of the war on terror. And the emphasis on strengthened public diplomacy only
came after the humiliation of finding no WMDs in Iraq and damaging scan-
dals about US detainee practices and human rights abuses by American
troops.
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12 The Western Hemisphere and
Asia in the post-Cold War
world

What defined US policy in these two important regions? In the Western Hemi-
sphere and in Asia, as elsewhere, the end of the Cold War reduced the pre-
occupation with narrow security issues. More emphasis was placed on trade
and economics and the development of democracy, though these also took on
a security perspective, especially in the Western Hemisphere, as successive
administrations came to view prosperity and democracy overseas as closely
interlinked with US security. How appropriate and successful were such
assumptions? The end of the Cold War also removed from the policy shelf
readymade justifications for military interventions. Nevertheless, they con-
tinued on a regular basis in the Western Hemisphere, sometimes with highly
traditional justifications as with Panama, and with new patterns of justifi-
cation as with Haiti. Did these interventions conform to a coherent policy? In
Asia there was also a concern with spreading the free market and democracy,
but other serious challenges also confronted the US. China’s growing eco-
nomic might and a commensurate growth in its military capabilities worried
the Pentagon and has been the cause of much speculation about future
relations.

Academics, such as Mearsheimer, have warned that China poses a serious
military and economic challenge to US hegemony in the twenty-first century,
but are these warnings justified? North Korea’s nuclear threat has been of
more immediate and pressing concern. Unlike US strategy for dealing with
rogue states with the potential to develop WMDs in the Middle East, US
policy for North Korea has been almost a model of multilateral cooperation,
embracing Japan, China, South Korea and Russia. Should this, rather than the
unilateralism so evident in policy towards Iraq, provide the model for US
foreign policy? Differences with Japan, America’s most important ally in Asia,
have elicited an array of often rather contradictory approaches to try to move
the alliance forward. George H. Bush’s vomiting into the lap of Prime Minis-
ter Miyazawa Kiichi in January 1992, at a state function in Tokyo, cannot be
marked up as a diplomatic success for that strategy, but, despite the embar-
rassment, relations were generally good during his term in office. They
deteriorated under a more economically aggressive Clinton administration,
and then warmed again as George W. Bush and Prime Minister Junichiro
Koizumi established good personal relations. But, as Japan emerges from a



decade of recession and stagnation, will personal friendships be enough to
carry the US–Japanese relationship forward constructively?

The Americas: military interventions and free trade panaceas

The end of the Cold War brought little change to US–Canadian relations. This
is noteworthy because they are probably the most extensive in the world with a
transborder flow of over $1 billion a day in goods, services and investment
income, with more than 200 million border crossings every year, and with the
closest of defence cooperation, including, since 1958, continental air defence
within the framework of the North American Aerospace Defense Command
(NORAD). Most significantly, there are few high-profile foreign policy issues
between Canada and the US. Minor territorial boundary disputes rumble on
from the nineteenth century, and periodic trade problems erupt over timber
and agricultural trade, and Canadian cultural restrictions on US films and
magazines. But, more importantly, the 1989 Canadian-American Free Trade
Agreement blazed the trail for broader free trade initiatives that led to the
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and other multilateral
developments. Canada maintains its own identity, an independent line on
international issues – it opposed the non-UN-sanctioned invasion of Iraq in
2003 – and is generally more supportive of UN norms and multilateralism
than the US, but relations are so close that the thought of disruptive trouble
between the two is unthinkable.

Latin America is a more complex challenge. The US talked much about
economic development during the Cold War, but, caught within the con-
straints of containment, too often it collaborated with right-wing dictator-
ships and launched military interventions against what it deemed to be
communist threats. Such collaboration and intervention compromised
America’s position and the effectiveness of economic help, and often pre-
vented the emergence of political regimes that could have nurtured appropri-
ate environments for development. After the Cold War, America’s ability to
use its soft power more effectively in the Western Hemisphere was greatly
enhanced. Anti-Americanism and the opprobrium of the term ‘gringo’ dimin-
ished, the US became more discriminating about Latin American regimes, a
stronger coincidence of interests emerged, and a new page turned, though it
still contained some well-established themes from the past. Cold War Man-
ichean dichotomies began gradually to fade and the fading was helped by the
defeat of the Sandinistas in the Nicaraguan elections in 1990. Latin American
regimes generally, not just those with previous communist leanings, now had
more room to manoeuvre and many recognised their own failures and short-
comings of the 1970s and 1980s. They became more amenable to engaging
with the US and working with it to achieve prosperity and stable democratic
governments, but with the emphasis on increased trade rather than aid. Polit-
ical cooperation was also galvanised, most notably between traditional rivals
Brazil and Argentina. They reduced defence expenditure and the 1990 Foz do
Iguazu declaration terminated their nuclear weapons programmes. However,
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as important as these developments were, it was and is economics that holds
centre stage throughout the region.

Latin America has remained poor and, more significantly politically, the
region of the world with the largest differential between rich and poor. This
recipe for political instability, crime and disorder has posed a difficult chal-
lenge. However, even before the 1992 presidential election and Clinton’s
aphorism ‘it’s the economy stupid’, President George H. Bush grasped the
reality that international economic issues would help turn the key for both
doors of prosperity and security in Latin America. Contemporary migra-
tion patterns helped to reinforce this conviction as people from Latin
America poured into the US legally and illegally in search of a decent life:
Latin America accounted for a mere 4% of emigrants arriving in the US in
1920, but by 1996 that figure was 50% and still rising.

Impetus for change seemed to be developing fast. In 1991 $40 billion of
private investment flowed into Latin America, twice the amount of the previ-
ous year, and in June 1991 the Santiago Declaration gave the OAS a new lease
of life, moving it away from some of the anti-communist security clichés of the
Cold War and committing itself to the protection of democracy, free markets
and inter-American cooperation. The search for freer trade and economic
growth, and through that security and stronger democracies, became a major
theme of US post-Cold War policy towards Latin America. Those policies
were generally reinforced by 9/11.

The early 1990s saw measurable economic improvement in the region and
an increase in, and a strengthening of, regimes trying to embrace democracy.
Pinochet’s dictatorship in Chile came to an end and centre-left governments
steered the country back to prosperity with an average annual growth rate of
6% in the 1990s. In 1994, President Clinton inaugurated a series of Summits
of the Americas, which provided a hemisphere-wide framework for focusing
on economic and development issues. Nevertheless, in several countries the
improvements of the early 1990s were short-lived. Monetary and economic
problems reappeared in mid-decade, tensions mounted – particularly
between the US and Venezuela which criticised US policies and adopted a
populist left-leaning reform programme. Political and civil turmoil has
troubled Bolivia and Peru over recent years and 1998–2002 was a lost half
decade for Latin American economies. Thus fledgling democracies still
flounder amid political turmoil, massive external debt and enormous dis-
parities in wealth and land ownership – in 2005, 5% of the population still
owned 80% of the land in Venezuela. And, as if man-made problems were
not enough, Latin America is also often plagued by natural disasters, such as
the hurricane that ripped catastrophically through Honduras at 208 miles per
hour in 1998.

Nevertheless, positive economic change gained momentum again in 2002 as
Chinese and Indian demand for raw materials from Latin America expanded,
and tighter fiscal policies and floating exchange rates encouraged exports. The
region in the period 2002–05 experienced an average growth of 4% a year.1

9/11 re-emphasised security priorities for the US and impacted on its policies,
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but the clock did not turn back to Cold War days. The US goal of prosperity
through free trade and targeted aid to establish a virtuous circle of democratic
regimes committed to the same principles as the US and with the same, or
similar, security priorities continued.

Free trade abides as the key US foreign policy prescription for the Western
Hemisphere, but, even under this dispensation, desires to promote democracy
and enhance American security, construed more broadly than containment,
are never far distant from American minds. Problems with communism and
fellow travellers linger on symbolically in Cuba, and in more violent form with
guerrillas such as the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), and
instability and disorder continue to beckon US intervention, as in Panama and
Haiti with military force, in Colombia with military aid and advisers, and in
Venezuela with political pressures. However, the overriding rationale for inter-
vention is no longer communism, but populism, anti-democratic disorder,
economic instability, humanitarian concerns, crime and narco-terrorism. The
story is complex and US policy lacks the consistency of Cold War certainties:
in Panama US intervention was of a traditional kind; in Haiti it was not, as
the US deferred more to international norms than had ever been the case in
the Cold War.

Interventions in the post-Cold War era

In Panama, the problem was General Manuel Noriega, a one-time recruit of
the CIA when George H. Bush had been Director in the 1970s. Noriega in the
late 1980s was now no friend of the US. In 1989, he clung to power regardless
of US sanctions and defeat in the May national election. Bush was both
personally embarrassed by Noriega and anxious to signal that, despite the end
of the Cold War and President Carter’s Panama Canal treaty, the US would
still not tolerate challenges to its predominance in the Western Hemisphere.2

He was also eager to lay to rest the Vietnam Syndrome. Deputy Secretary of
State Lawrence Eagleburger warned Noriega that action would be taken
against his ‘illegal’ government unless it stood down by 1 September. When
this did not happen, the US itself duly embarked on what many saw as illegal
action. In October, America backed a coup to depose Noriega. It failed. On 15
December, Panama declared a state of war with the US. The Bush adminis-
tration, after a car carrying American officers was shot at, began to consider
what later became known as Operation Just Cause.

In the discussions about what the US should do, Colin Powell records that
‘George Bush sat like a patron on a bar stool coolly observing a brawl while his
advisers went hard at it’.3 NSA Brent Scowcroft wanted to know possible
casualty numbers and what would happen if Noriega escaped. No one could
answer. But it was anticipated that a lot of ‘real estate would get chewed up’
and that there would be ‘chaos’ in the early stages. In other words, there was
no guarantee that if American forces went in they would be able to control the
situation. Powell noted:
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The key issue remained whether we had sufficient provocation to act. We
had reasons – Noriega’s contempt for democracy, his drug trafficking and
indictment, the death of the American Marine, the threat to our treaty
rights to the canal with this unreliable figure ruling Panama. And,
unspoken, there was George Bush’s personal antipathy to Noriega, a
third-rate dictator thumbing his nose at the United States. I shared that
distaste.

. . . The questions continued thick and fast, until it started to look as if
we were drifting away from the decision at hand. . . . But then Bush, after
everyone had had his say, gripped the arms of his chair and rose. ‘Okay,
let’s do it,’ he said. ‘The hell with it.’4

So much for careful and objective application of the rules of engagement! Old
fashioned hegemony over the Western Hemisphere and the long US tradition
of unilateral military action there tell us more about the invasion of Panama
than the new security agenda, the rules of engagement for regional security
crises, democratic enlargement and the desirability of multilateral operations.
But then is this really surprising because, for all his talk of the New World
Order, Bush remained stubbornly conservative. The invasion involved the
deployment of 25,000 troops, six days of fighting and contravention of both
OAS and UN charters. The OAS and the UN General Assembly condemned
the invasion and called for the immediate withdrawal of American troops.
This appeared to be yet another case of intervention as and when necessary in
conformity with the long-standing Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine and
habitual Cold War behaviour. However, there were differences. In particular
there was no possibility of automatically invoking anti-communism as a
blanket justification and, as the tensions of the Cold War dissipated and the
widespread acknowledgement of common interests between the US and Latin
American countries noted above strengthened, American inhibitions about
intervention grew. Those inhibitions were strengthened later by the tragedy in
Mogadishu, Somalia. Significantly, Clinton intervened in Haiti multilaterally
not unilaterally and in conformity with the wishes and authorisation of the
UN.

Haiti has had a turbulent history from the slave rebellions of the eighteenth
century to the chaos and disorder of recent times. After elections in December
1990, Jean-Bertrand Aristide in February 1991 became only the second-ever
president of Haiti to come to power through any semblance of democratic
choice. Seven months later, his fragile democracy was overturned by the
military and the island fell into disarray with paramilitaries bringing fear
and brutality to the people. The US was swift to condemn the overthrow of
Aristide, but President Bush was equally swift to pursue a far less noble policy
in respect of 41,000 fleeing refugees whom the US Coast Guard picked up
between 1991 and 1992: he ordered their return to Haiti. Clinton lambasted
this approach as ‘cruel’ and inhumane, yet, once in office, he acted little differ-
ently until pressures for action mounted. The Executive Director of Trans-
Africa, Randall Robinson, went on hunger strike to publicise the plight of
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refugees, the Black Caucus in Congress took Haiti up as an issue, and adverse
publicity increased because of the fleeing refugees. Other developments out-
side the US also accelerated the momentum for action. The OAS and the UN
condemned the coup and economic sanctions were applied. Measures were
taken to pressurise the military government led by General Cédras to stand
down, but in October 1993 when the USS Harlan County tried to dock in Port-
au-Prince, as part of the campaign to remove Cédras, it was prevented by
protesting paramilitaries and had to beat an embarrassing retreat. In July 1994
the Security Council took the unprecedented step of authorising the US to
lead a forceful intervention. Clinton, for the first time ever, had a UN sanction
for the use of US force in the Western Hemisphere. An interesting turn of
events now followed. As substantial US military forces approached Haiti,
ex-President Jimmy Carter led a negotiating team comprised of General Colin
Powell and Senator Sam Nunn to attempt to resolve the crisis peacefully. With
less than 36 hours to go before the invasion, the military government remained
truculent and defiant. It was not until Powell spoke as one military man to
another that Cédras stood down:

I began ticking off on my fingers: two aircraft carriers, two and a half
infantry divisions, twenty thousand troops, helicopter gun ships, tanks,
artillery. I kept it up, watching the Haitians’ spirits sink under the weight
of the power I was describing.5

Once again the US had flexed its military muscle in the Western Hemisphere,
but this time with the authorisation of the UN and the backing of the OAS.
To some at least this seemed to be in line with, and an affirmation of, the
Santiago Declaration, and an augury of less arrogant future US behaviour in
the Western Hemisphere.

Whether or not the US has become more respectful of the sovereignty of its
neighbours and more inhibited about interventions is difficult to judge. If the
democratic credentials of Latin American countries strengthen and economic
stability and growth continue to take hold, then one might expect US interven-
tion to become less necessary and certainly more difficult, especially without
OAS and UN authorisation. And Clinton’s intervention in Haiti may thus
be seen as an important precedent here. On the other hand, the 2002 Bush
Doctrine asserts the right of the US to intervene preventatively anywhere to
counter terrorism and WMDs and the 2004 episode in the Aristide saga was
not propitious. After standing down as president in 1996, as constitutionally
required, he was re-elected in 2000. However, political fragmentation and
schism, accompanied by ongoing violence and rebellion, placed him out of
favour with the US. He was denounced by right-wing members of the US
Congress for consorting with anti-democratic elements and narco-traffickers,
and in February 2004 his regime was roundly condemned by both the US and
France. Early on 29 February, Aristide was flown out of the country to the
Central African Republic on a US plane. According to official American
accounts he went voluntarily to exile. According to Aristide and unofficial US
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accounts, he was effectively, if temporarily, kidnapped by US armed forces.
In June 2004 a UN Stabilisation Mission took responsibility for Haiti and
elections were scheduled for November 2005. This most recent scene in the
Haitian drama epitomises the ‘as and when necessary’ doctrine, albeit with a
thin veneer of UN respectability for camouflage.

Part of Aristide’s problem was that he was more populist than democratic –
this does not go down well in Washington, even though one might point out
that George W. Bush’s ‘caring conservatism’ was at least an attempt at popu-
lism in the 2000 presidential election campaign and that in Aristide’s presiden-
tial election that same year he got more of a popular mandate than Bush.
Populism is also the problem with the left-leaning President Hugo Chavez of
Venezuela. Chavez has not curried favour in Washington. He has cut oil pro-
duction to raise prices, sold oil to Cuba, supported radical reform movements
in Latin America, and opposed the US anti-narcotics programme because it is
too intrusive. Venezuela soon slipped from being the largest supplier of oil to
the US to the fourth largest in 2001 and the US continued to nurture close
relations with the Venezuelan military and appeared to be disappointed, to say
the least, when a coup failed to topple Chavez in April 2002. The OAS made it
clear that it disagreed with US sentiments concerning the coup. Chavez con-
tinues to rule on a populist mandate, attempting to redistribute wealth and
land in a country that epitomises the rift between the rich and poor. A
strange twist was given to US relations with Chavez on 23 August 2005, when
televangelist Pat Robertson recommended his assassination by the US. The
Bush administration responded by saying Robertson was a ‘private citizen’
whose remarks were ‘inappropriate’: a rather modest reproach for someone
advocating political murder.

In contrast to Venezuela, Colombia has been cooperative and has welcomed
US assistance with open arms to counter the FARC and narco-traffickers.
Throughout the 1990s the US staunchly supported successive regimes in
Colombia in an effort to strangulate the cocaine flow into the US: estimates
indicated that 80% of cocaine on the streets in the US came from Colombia.
This support continued even though the human rights record in Colombia was
often wanting. Between 1996 and 1998 the US suspended aid to the Colom-
bian military because of concerns about that, but simply funnelled aid to the
Colombian police instead. In October 1998, US aid to Colombia tripled to
$289 million and in 2000 Clinton proposed a $1.6 billion aid package. George
W. Bush continued this strong support for counter-narcotics operations,
though there was a distinct lack of enthusiasm for President Pastrana’s
attempts at a peace process with the guerrilla forces. The election of Alvaro
Uribe in May 2002 was warmly welcomed in Washington as he was deter-
mined to take a much more robust line and this coincided with the post-9/11
policy of the Bush administration, which dictated the abandonment of distinc-
tions between narco-traffickers and terrorists such as the FARC. Military aid
could now be used against the FARC and other left- and right-wing guerrilla
groups in Colombia. This aroused concern that the US might be slipping into
a new Vietnam, but so far the administration has successfully negotiated that
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slippery slope. Currently Uribe’s campaign against guerrillas is gaining
ground, there is some semblance of stability returning and growth has aver-
aged about 4% a year in 2003–05. The overall judgement of one scholar on US
security policy, taking into account the effect of 9/11, in Latin America is:

unlike the situation in the Cold War, the fight against terrorism is now
compatible with US interests in strengthening democracy and market
economies and pursuing further economic integration and political
cooperation in the Western hemisphere.6

Free trade panacea?

The centre-piece of America’s post-Cold War approach in the Western Hemi-
sphere has been NAFTA and subsequent promises to extend it into a free
trade area for the Americas (FTAA). President Reagan endorsed the idea of a
Mexico–US free trade area in the early 1980s and similar thoughts were
behind the thrust of George H. Bush’s Enterprise for the Americas initiative
set out in June 1990, whereby Central and Latin America were to ‘trade not
aid’ their way out of the debt crisis and low economic growth. This message
was clearly in line with US policy that drastically cut US aid programmes to
the region: between 1992 and 1995 aid was almost halved to $760 million. In
1990, after Mexico’s efforts to develop stronger economic links with Japan and
the EU faltered, it approached the US for talks and the free trade strategy
began to promise fruit. President Bush, the NSC and the Commerce and State
Departments were all enthusiastic, but there were problems with American
organised labour and agricultural and textile interests concerned about cheap
competition and loss of jobs. Nevertheless, on the back of the popularity
generated by success in the First Gulf War, Bush managed to obtain fast-track
authority from Congress in May 1991 to enable him to negotiate for NAFTA
with Mexico and Canada. Talks began in June, and once Mexico acknow-
ledged that it had the most closed economy and would have to make the most
concessions, progress was made. In October 1992 the 2,000-page agreement
was signed. It would now have to be approved by the US Congress under the
auspices of the new president, Bill Clinton. However, during the presidential
election campaign the Texas billionaire Ross Perot had entered as an
independent candidate who, among other things, strongly opposed NAFTA
and he garnered 19% of the total vote, the best showing by an independent
since Theodore Roosevelt and his Bull Moose Party in 1908. NAFTA with the
intertwining of foreign trade, the new security agenda, jobs and economic
growth at home came to epitomise the ascendancy of the intermestic agenda
of the period between the end of the Cold War and 9/11.

Clinton handled the issue masterfully. He saw that the House of Represen-
tatives was the key to success and focused closely, though not exclusively, on
that. Cabinet colleagues were assigned key individuals to work on, and Vice-
President Gore was delegated to take on what had become the public face of
opposition to NAFTA – Ross Perot. In a televised debate on 9 November,
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Gore destroyed Perot’s credibility in a carefully crafted performance. A week
later Perot’s favourable public opinion rating had declined from 66% to 29%
and on 17 November the House voted 234–200 in favour of NAFTA.

Between 9 and 11 December 1994, Clinton hosted the First Summit of the
Americas in Miami Florida. It was the first hemispheric summit since 1967
and the agenda was clear: poverty alleviation, education, human rights,
strengthening democracy and, most significantly of all, a commitment to
create a FTAA by 2005. Ironically, the previous April, Clinton had lost his
fast-track trade-negotiating authority and was never to regain it. This now
restricted the potential for further dramatic developments of the free trade
strategy.

Economic problems also arose that interrupted progress, but the way that
Latin American states coped with them was indicative of new resilience.
Within the overall scheme of free trade for the Americas, Mexico was targeted
to demonstrate the virtues of the ‘American way’. If Mexico’s internal reform
and closer ties with the US were seen to work, then it would catalyse other
reform-minded states to follow suit. In 1995 came a major test with the Mexi-
can peso crisis. The US and the IMF stitched together a $50 billion package,
of which the US provided $20 billion. It worked, and in fact the US made $500
million profit on the ahead-of-time Mexican repayments. Notwithstanding
such economic turbulence, NAFTA brought political and economic rewards
and, as anticipated, acted as a stimulant for regional cooperation and a
general, if rather slow, move towards freer trade. The hemisphere has become
by far the fastest growing US export market and between 1991 and 1995 Latin
America reduced its trade barriers by 80%. Also Mercosur, a free trade agree-
ment between Brazil, Argentina, Uruguay and Paraguay, was established,
along with a similar style Andean Pact. Better political cooperation has also
accompanied these developments.

The economic improvements that took place in the early 1990s were chal-
lenged once again at the end of the decade: the Asian financial crisis that
began in Thailand in April 1997; the weakening of the Japanese economy; the
1998 Russian financial crisis; and the diminishing impetus for free trade eman-
ating from Washington. How did the resurgent economies of Latin America
deal with all this and the recession that followed between 1998 and 2002?
Brazil by 1998 had taken over from Mexico as the economy par exemplar.
After the introduction of the real plan – a new unit of currency linked to the
US dollar, but floating in value – by President Cardoso in July 1994, Brazil
sustained moderate economic growth. It achieved unprecedented low infla-
tion, attracted foreign investment and weathered economic turbulence, espe-
cially in 1999 and 2002 when depreciation of the currency raised the cost of
servicing its $250 billion debt. Unlike in previous times there was no catas-
trophe. The economy, like others within the region, soon bounced back: in
2004 Brazilian GDP growth was over 5%.

In the midst of this recession in Latin America, George W. Bush became
president with a renewed commitment to vigorous policy in the Western
Hemisphere. In the election campaign, Condoleezza Rice wrote of the
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priorities to ‘promote economic growth and political openness by extending
free trade and a stable international monetary system . . . including in the
western hemisphere, which has too often been neglected as a vital area of
national interest’.7 Trade and following the American model was the recipe
marketed for success, and the election of Vicente Fox in Mexico in 2000
brought an iconic politician to power with whom Bush was able to establish a
warm and comfortable working relationship. Mexico helped to publicise the
benefits of free trade and the American-style free market.

Bush pushed the free trade agenda. In the 2002 Trade Act he wrestled trade
promotion (fast-track) authority from the Congress and this gave him the
power to develop both bilateral and multilateral initiatives. In July 2003
the House approved a free trade agreement with Chile and in August 2005 the
Central American–Dominican Republic Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA–
DR) was signed, which effectively consummated the aspirations of Reagan’s
Caribbean Basin Initiative. These developments by no means exhaust the ini-
tiatives currently underway, including the ambitious FTAA. A recent official
State Department document succinctly summarises the free trade panacea for
economic and security problems. Taken in conjunction with economic benefits
garnered for US corporations, banks and consumers, in many ways it captures
the essence of recent US policy in the Western Hemisphere.

It [CAFTA–DR] also enhances our security here in the United States.
Crushing poverty is one of the root causes of political instability, migra-
tion and crime in Central America and the Dominican Republic. It is
better to attack these problems at their source than to have to deal with
them when they reach our shores through illegal immigration, the drug
trade or terrorism.8

While there has been progress, huge problems still remain in trying to nur-
ture economic growth and develop regional cooperation at the same time as
integrating very different economies into the global economy. Recent Latin
American responses to US policy have begun to be more critical and indicate a
waning of US soft power, which was potent in the 1990s. At the Summit of the
Americas in Mar del Plata, Argentina, in November 2005 there was unrest
about the general character of US foreign policy; countries such as Venezuela
and Argentina opposed the American economic model; and popular demon-
strations raised the anti-globalisation placard against continuing US attempts
to spread freer trade in the Western Hemisphere. Increased US subsidies for
agriculture and sporadic, but worrying, moves by the US Congress to revert to
a policy of selective protectionism for beleaguered traditional manufacturing
industries also pose a threat to the integrity of the American economic model
that successive administrations have tried so hard to sell to Latin America.
Whether the US retains sufficient soft power, successfully to consummate its
free trade ambitions, remains to be seen.
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Asia

Asia was the nemesis of Cold War US foreign policy: Vietnam was its epitome.
After the Cold War the threats were different, but little easier to deal with.

Asia’s economic fortunes raised new issues as Japan’s economic miracle
faltered and became overshadowed by a greater one in China and by impres-
sive growth in India, which lifted the latter to fourth in the world GDP league
table in 2005 according to purchasing power parity (tenth by US dollar
exchange rate). South-east Asia continued to prosper, but then went into
dramatic reverse with the currency and finance crisis that erupted in Thailand
in 1997 and spread throughout the region. This was directly linked with con-
temporary globalisation, which, in its broader context in Asia, posed a three-
fold challenge to the US. First, as the Asian tiger economies boomed, they
challenged US economic interests and influence. Second, when they went into
spiralling recession, shockwaves were felt throughout the world’s financial
markets and US fears grew of Asian protectionism. And third, the remedy,
widely imposed by the IMF to try to stabilise the free-falling economies, was
seen by many Asians as inappropriate. The ‘Washington consensus’ on fiscal
conservatism, deregulation, privatisation and trade and capital flow liberalis-
ation was foisted on a reluctant Asia by proxy via the IMF. Joseph Stiglitz,
sometime senior official at the World Bank, and no disruptive radical by any
means, wrote a devastating critique of IMF, and thus by direct implication of
Washington’s, remedies. It had a major political impact around the world.9

The growing economic interdependence of the US and Asia thus posed
important challenges for bilateral trade relations, for cooperation through
multilateral organisations such as the IMF, the Association of South East
Asian Nations (ASEAN) and Asian Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC),
and for the dominant Washington economic consensus.

Chinese economic growth financed military modernisation, which troubled
the Pentagon. Also, matching the importance of the general security concerns
posed by China, were fears of both North Korean nuclear ambitions and
terrorism. In his State of the Union Address to Congress, 29 January 2002,
George W. Bush declared of North Korea (and of Iraq and Iran): ‘States like
these, and their terrorist allies, constitute an axis of evil, arming to threaten the
peace of the world.’10 These fears were contextualised by potentially danger-
ous cultural, religious and economic divisions emerging, both between Asia
and the US and within Asia. Malay and Indonesian reformers embraced a
revitalised Islamic identity and there are major tensions about disproportion-
ate Chinese commercial influence, most notably in Indonesia where, in 1998,
the Chinese totalled 4% of the population, but controlled 80% of the assets of
the top 300 companies. Similarly, anti-Western imperialist sentiment periodic-
ally breaks out over the US military presence in the region, over inappropriate
economic policies championed by Washington, and over episodes such as the
Australian-led UN peacekeeping mission that went into East Timor in 1999.
America’s ability to project its military power throughout the region is based
on three important platforms: the US Navy, bases throughout the Pacific and
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Asia, and intelligence networks that incorporate important agreements with
Australia, New Zealand and Japan.

In the early 1990s America’s role in Asia was characterised by Defense
Secretary Richard Cheney as that of a ‘balancing wheel’.11 Occasionally that
balancing wheel still operates, for example, during the December 2001 to July
2002 nuclear capable military confrontation between India and Pakistan. On
13 December 2001, Islamic militants struck at the Indian parliament in Delhi
sparking off a crisis that led to a provocative Indian military deployment along
the frontier with Pakistan. With one million men mobilised either side of the
Kashmir Line of Control and the potential for nuclear conflict, this was a
complex and difficult issue for the US. Pakistan is an authoritarian Islamic
state, but President General Musharraf cooperated with the US in the after-
math of 9/11 and was still a crucial ally in the war on terrorism. In con-
trast India, while blemished with some human rights failings, is nevertheless a
democracy and from the early 1990s has embraced the American liberal eco-
nomic model of development. For different reasons, therefore, America had to
maintain good relations with both. Washington successfully trod the fine line
between them and talked them down from possible military aggression.

However, this balancing wheel role has become increasingly difficult in the
absence of bipolar discipline and with relative US economic decline. George
H. Bush and more especially Clinton supported regional cooperation through
organisations such as the ASEAN but also aggressively and unilaterally pur-
sued US economic interests. An APEC meeting in November 1998 revealed
increasing tension between the eastern and western edges of the Pacific as
Asia was unwilling to accept the American economic model wholesale. Dr
Mahathir, Malaysia’s Prime Minister, specifically warned at the meeting of
the dangers for Asia posed by too much economic liberalisation. This has
and continues to clash with US determination to prescribe the model for Asia
and prise open its markets by setting ambitious targets for trade liberalisation
and exporting American/IMF-style capitalism. The attention of George W.
Bush was somewhat distracted from Asia by 9/11 and its aftermath, but
continuities in many policies are discernible and nowhere more so than in the
drive for free trade and economic reform. At the November 2004 APEC
Summit in Santiago Chile, Bush noted America’s support for the Doha
Round and for Russian and Vietnamese membership of the WTO and went
on to proclaim:

We’re going to be aggressive about our bilateral trade agreements and our
regional trade agreements. We’ve completed trade agreements with
nations throughout Asia and the Americas, including Australia,
Singapore, Chile, the five nations of Central America and the Dominican
Republic. We are working on new agreements with Thailand, Panama, the
Andean nations of South America. We’re moving ahead with the enter-
prise for the ASEAN initiative, which is lowering trade barriers and
strengthening economic ties in Southeast Asia. We’re committed to the
Bogor goals, which call for free trade among developed nations of the

196 The Western Hemisphere and Asia after the Cold War



Asian Pacific region by 2010, and free trade among all APEC economies
by 2020.12

The similarity with the US grand strategy for the Western Hemisphere and its
assumptions about links between free economies, democracy and security
hardly needs to be pointed out.

Japan

In the early aftermath of the Cold War conflicts of interest were particularly
pronounced with Japan – America’s foremost Asian ally. They remained
‘inextricably intertwined, economically, politically, and militarily’,13 but the
end of the Cold War gave Japan more room to manoeuvre and beckoned it to
take a more assertive international role. At the 1995 Osaka summit of APEC,
Tokyo split with the US over the pace and style of economic liberalisation in
East Asia. This was problematic for American strategy, especially as Japan’s
share of the Asian market had grown more rapidly than that of the US.
Another important factor in their cooling relationship was Clinton and the
aggression with which he attacked Japan’s ‘closed’ market and the fortitude
with which the Japanese defended it. George H. Bush’s approach to Japan had
been moderate. There was talk of voluntary import expansion (VIE) targets,
but the US was careful not to antagonise the Japanese government. Clinton
had a different approach, signalled by ‘hawkish’ appointments such as Mickey
Kantor as USTR and Lawrence Summers as Deputy Secretary of the Treas-
ury. In February 1994 the Hosokawa summit became deadlocked as Japan
resisted American demands to deregulate and to expand its imports. Matters
hit a flashpoint in the 1995 ‘car crisis’. The preceding year the auto and auto
parts industry accounted for 58% of America’s $66 billion trade deficit with
Japan, equivalent to 23% of the total global US trade deficit. Clinton threat-
ened 100% punishment tariffs on 13 models of Japanese car if Japan did not
accede to US VIE demands. Such assertive US unilateralism was clearly at
odds with its declared support for multilateralism. More importantly, Japan
refused to buckle and, although some points of compromise were eventually
reached, the American assault caused such damage to American–Japanese
relations that US trade policy was described as ‘almost a disaster area’.14

American–Japanese tensions in trade in the 1990s were mirrored in part in
fluctuations in the warmth of their security relationship. In 1995 the US
Defense Department released a report ‘United States Strategy for the East
Asia Pacific Region’, which stressed the importance of Japanese cooperation.
The Americans were therefore heartened by Japan’s ‘Modality’ report in 1994,
which reaffirmed its strategic alliance with the US. At the same time America
and Japan no longer shared such an identity of security interest now that the
Soviet threat was gone. Tokyo had seemingly little appetite for shouldering the
security burdens that Washington expected, which was demonstrated in Octo-
ber 1995 by its Self-Defence Agency recommending cuts of 10–20% in Japan’s
defence forces. Symbols of Japan’s continuing reliance on the US also became
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increasingly unpopular among the Japanese public. In this respect, the gang-
rape of a teenage girl by American servicemen on Okinawa was particularly
damaging. In 1995 public support for the US security treaty fell to 42%; in
1997 the Japanese public ranked the US as a threat second only to North
Korea; and American demands in the midst of the Asian finance and monet-
ary crisis in 1998 that Japan should reinflate and act as an economic motor for
regional recovery caused friction and resentment.

Matters never ran out of control but it was important that in 2001 the
human dimension of diplomatic relations injected a renewal of amity. George
W. Bush and the mercurial Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi came to power
and established a close personal relationship that acted as a catalyst to bring
economic and security ties into greater prominence and halt the temporary
deterioration in their bilateral relations. By the 2004 US presidential election
this relationship was so close that Koizumi indiscreetly spoke out in favour of
a Bush victory over Democrat candidate John Kerry. It is also true to say that
Japanese leaders tend to get on better with the business-oriented Republicans:
this was very notably the case with George W. Bush after the bruising Japanese
experience with the Clinton administration.

Koizumi’s efforts to address the stalled Japanese economic miracle through
structural reforms and the liberalisation and privatisation of dysfunctional
parts of the Japanese economy resonate of American-style capitalism. Like-
wise harnessing American economic growth to kick-start Japanese recovery
underscores the importance of US–Japanese trade relations. Japan in 2005 was
the fourth largest of the US’s trade partners and though the trade gap
remained stubbornly wide – $55 billion exports and $130 billion imports in
2003 – tensions were eased by converging economic practices and increasing
American preoccupation with China. Japan still has strong diplomatic and
security reasons too that encourage close relations with the US. Washington
will undoubtedly be central to Japan’s ambition, shared with Brazil, Germany
and India, to achieve a permanent seat on the UN Security Council. Japan
would also be fearful of dealing alone with either the North Korean nuclear
threat or the rise of China, which continues to develop its military capabilities
and with which Japan has ongoing friction over undersea resources and over
the Second World War and how it is accounted for in the history books.

Washington reciprocates this interest in a re-energised security partnership.
Japan is a key Asian partner and has played an important role in the six-power
talks trying to resolve the North Korean nuclear problem. Washington also
benefits overall from a change in traditional Japanese reluctance to participate
in foreign affairs. As former Prime Minister Morihiro Hosokawa argued,
global conditions force Japan to play a greater international role. This means
first that a new generation of political leaders, less affected by the legacy of the
Second World War, is looking to develop a more independent Japanese role
and is willing to accept greater international responsibilities, as illustrated by
Japan’s contribution from its Strategic Defence Force (SDF) to UN peace-
keeping missions in Cambodia, Mozambique, Rwanda and East Timor. Also,
Japan is sensitive to the horrors of terrorism, especially after the sarin gas
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outrage perpetrated by religious fanatics on the Tokyo underground in 1995
killed 12 people and hospitalised thousands. These two factors combined have
brought the US tangible benefits. After 9/11 Koizumi quickly declared support
for the US war on terrorism and Bush went out of his way in February 2002, at
what was their fourth meeting since he came to office, to speak of Japan’s
staunch support. Japan supplied oil for US Navy ships during Operation
Enduring Freedom and more controversially sent over 500 military engineers,
members of the SDF, to help reconstruction in Iraq in 2005.

US–Japanese relations thus appear to be stronger than at any time since the
Cold War, especially as in 2005 Koizumi took a major gamble and won. After
failing to push through reform of the postal service he called a general election
in the summer and, to the surprise of some, secured a resounding victory.
However, there are clouds on the horizon for Koizumi and his successor
(according to the constitution, Koizumi must soon stand down). Popular feel-
ing in Japan remains stubbornly critical of the US over the Okinawa military
base, environmental and a raft of multilateral issues, as well as the war in Iraq.
Being closely associated with Washington carries risks too. The relationship
attracts disfavour from Islamic extremists in Asia and is domestically
unpopular. There is also danger should Japan respond to pressure to increase
its military capabilities. With a GDP of over $3.7 trillion (2004), and a popu-
lation of more than 127 million, Japan is a reasonably secure regional eco-
nomic power and Japan’s leaders are very conscious that any concerted move
to strengthen their military capability might decrease their security by pro-
voking others into an arms race. All of this demands that Japanese leaders
tread a cautious path between close and overly close relations with the US and
makes it difficult to predict with any certainty the likely tenor of US–Japanese
relations as Japan emerges from its lost decade and begins to make economic
progress again.

China

The US balancing role in Asia has been complicated further by China, the
country singled out in 1996 by Warren Christopher as an increasingly import-
ant market and as being potentially decisive in tipping the balance between
regional stability and conflict. China’s marriage of market economy with
authoritarian leadership has produced an average growth rate of 9% between
1978 and 2005. It has also attracted massive direct foreign investment (over
$60 billion in 2004 alone); created a trade surplus that now dwarfs Japan’s (US
Commerce Department figures for June 2005 put the monthly deficit with
Japan at $6.9 billion and with China at $17.6 billion); and secured the rever-
sion of prestigious Hong Kong from British control. China’s rise has put it at
the heart of Asian security too. Sino-American cooperation has significantly
eased some difficulties, such as with the US–North Korean agreement of 1994
to stop the latter’s military nuclear programme. As a permanent member of
the UN Security Council, a nuclear power and a leading international arms
supplier, China’s cooperation is also of great importance in arms control,
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nuclear non-proliferation and the promotion of multilateral cooperation in
Asia. The obverse of this is China’s potential to create major regional instabil-
ity. Its posture of non-aggression is often difficult to reconcile with its claims
to large parts of the South China Sea, its 40% increase in military expenditure
between 1990 and 1995, and its provocative acts, such as testing missiles in July
1995 near Taiwan. Pentagon estimates put China’s defence spending by 2005
as third in the world behind the US and Russia at $50–70 billion a year and
that caused concern about how that military strength might be used. China
also continues to develop nuclear capabilities – a particularly sensitive issue in
light of revelations in April 1999 of Chinese espionage in America’s nuclear
programme. And in 2003 it demonstrated its missile prowess by launching
Shenzhou 5, the first Chinese manned space flight. There are also fears that
China might adopt similar policies towards Taiwan to those used to reclaim
Hong Kong and the Portuguese territory of Macau, which reverted to China
on 20 December 1999.

The US response to the ‘China challenge’ has been marked by George H.
Bush pragmatism, Clinton’s betrayal of electoral promises, and George W.
Bush’s renewal, at least initially, of a significantly harder line. The honey-
moon period in Sino-American relations coincided with Deng Xiaoping’s
programme of economic reform and international engagement during the
1980s and was largely over even before the Cold War ended. American calcu-
lations of the strategic triangle were replaced by concern for regional stability
and an anxiety to expand trade links. Bush therefore advocated ‘constructive
engagement’ with China and made a very pragmatic, muted response to the
human rights issue epitomised by the Tiananmen Square government mas-
sacre of advocates of political democracy on 4 June 1989. Clinton attacked
Bush for this realpolitik approach, promised to pursue with all vigour US
principles in his dealings with China, and expressed a desire to link human
rights with China’s MFN status. Such idealism proved to be empty rhetoric
and Clinton later admitted that ‘it would be fair to say that my policies with
regard to China have been somewhat different from what I talked about in
the [1992 presidential] campaign’.15 Constructive engagement continued to
dominate Sino-American relations, with Clinton anxious both to accom-
modate and contain China. There is no automatic Sino-American coinci-
dence of either economic or security interests. China has developed a
strategic partnership with Russia and they conducted joint military exercises in
2005. It continues to posture over Taiwan, has developed closer relations with
Iran, and has embraced an authoritarian developmental model ill-suited to
US international trade liberalisation. US responses included reaffirming its
commitment to Taiwan, albeit initially through a policy of strategic ambigu-
ity that left the Chinese wondering what the US would do if they were to
invade Taiwan. The US also tried to consolidate its relationship with Japan
and other ASEAN members and vigorously to defend its economic interests.
However, while George H. Bush and Clinton were not prepared to pursue
engagement at any price, they were prepared to do so at the expense of
human rights and American principles. In 1994 Clinton renewed China’s
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MFN status and, against the tide of American public opinion, decoupled the
issues of trade and human rights. Two years later his conversion from idealist
to pragmatist was confirmed when the US refused to apply sanctions on
China for its export of M-11 missiles and strategically important ring
magnets to Pakistan.

George W. Bush brought a renewal of acrimony and tension in the early
days of his administration. Two incidents in particular in April 2001 stand out:
first, the emergency landing on Chinese soil of a US EP-3 reconnaissance
plane, and second, comments by Bush that punctured the film of ambiguity
surrounding the response the US would make to a Chinese invasion of
Taiwan. The EP-3 incident raised tensions and took weeks to resolve as the
Chinese refused to allow the plane to fly out of China. In the end, it was
dismantled and flown out as cargo, and American service personnel were even-
tually repatriated. Regarding Taiwan, Bush claimed that if China invaded then
the US would defend it with whatever power was required. Subsequently he
moderated his position by emphasising that Taiwan should not declare its
independence. Matters remained difficult especially as Chen Shui-bian, Presi-
dent of Taiwan since 2000, continued in 2005 to talk the language of Taiwan-
ese independence, though US influence kept him from constitutional reforms
that would have legalised such a position.

Troubling issues therefore abide and are fed by the near-paranoia that many
of the neo-conservatives in Bush’s administration harbour towards China.
Presidents Bush and Hu Jintao have failed to ignite warm personal relations
despite several encounters. The US remains nervous about Chinese military
cooperation with Russia. It would also like Beijing to explain its rising defence
spending, act more responsibly in various areas of economic activity and grant
a broader array of human rights to its people. Yet this is by no means the
whole story.

China, Taiwan and the US all agreed on China and Taiwan entering the
WTO. China insisted on entering first and did so formally on 11 December
2001; Taiwan followed on 1 January 2002. There has been substantial growth
in Taiwan–China trade and over time the issue of Taiwan’s status has cooled.
China has established relations with its political opposition parties and, if a
peaceful reintegration into China were negotiated, the US would not inter-
vene. Sino-American economic relations have also continued to grow. Trade
has risen from $17.8 billion in 1989 to over $245 billion in 2004 with the US
shouldering a massive annual deficit of over $175 billion. Part of the reason
for this deficit is the fact that China pegged the renminbi to the dollar, and was
thus unaffected by the dollar’s recent depreciation. As the dollar went down so
did the renminbi, and Chinese exports to the US remained cheap. After much
US pressure the Chinese revalued the renminbi by 2% in 2005 and it is now
pegged to a basket of currencies, but still with the dollar the most influential.
All of this indicates emerging Sino-American interdependencies, which par-
ticularly benefit China and tend to moderate its traditional truculent style.
Indeed, China has achieved a position where it would lose much from hostile
or near-hostile relations with the US and its interest in cooperation has been
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evident in its important and constructive role in US-led attempts to control
North Korea’s nuclear ambitions.

North Korea and the war on terrorism

The reclusive and totalitarian communist regime of the Democratic People’s
Republic of Korea (North Korea) has long been a thorn in America’s side.
Technically, the two remain at war because the division of the Korean
Peninsular at the 38th parallel during the Korean War was established in 1953
by armistice rather than by peace treaty. Thereafter the US could do little
about North Korea during the Cold War, not least because it received support
from the Soviet Union and China. After the Cold War, North Korea became a
complex problem and a potentially major source of regional and wider
instability. It sells missiles to Middle Eastern countries including Egypt and
Iran. In 1997–98 it exchanged No-Dong missiles with Pakistan in return for
gas-centrifuge uranium enrichment technology, thus fuelling Indo-Pakistan
nuclear tension. Its successful ICBM test-launch over Japan in 1998 delivered
security shockwaves, not least because, much to Chinese chagrin, it prompted
Tokyo to agree to cooperate with Washington in developing a regional missile
defence system. A sustained North Korean drive to stockpile nuclear weapons,
coupled with its proven capacity to deliver them, might even provoke South
Korea, Japan and Taiwan into reconsidering their non-nuclear status.16

The Clinton administration regarded North Korea as bearing all the hall-
marks of a rogue state and in 1993–94 gave serious consideration to a pre-
emptive military strike against its nuclear facilities. However, a combination of
the high risk involved and evidence of easing North–South Korean tensions
led Clinton to a less aggressive path. Kim Dae Jung’s South Korean sunshine
policy of reconciliation and engagement with the North seemed to be bearing
fruit. For instance, in 1991 the North–South Agreement on Reconciliation,
Non-Aggression, Exchanges and Cooperation was concluded, followed in
1992 by a North–South Declaration on a Non-Nuclear Korean Peninsular.
Pyongyang also became slightly more flexible as a result of severe economic
problems and reduced external support from Russia and China, the latter
being epitomised by China’s normalisation and subsequent consolidation of
relations with South Korea from August 1992.17 All of this helped the Clinton
administration to conclude a Framework Agreement with North Korea on
21 October 1994, a key part of which were measures to combat the destabilis-
ing consequences of the latter’s decision to withdraw from the NPT. The
Korean Peninsular Energy Development Organisation (KEDO) was sub-
sequently set up in March 1995, whereby in return for closing down nuclear
operations that could be used for weapons development North Korea would
be assisted in the production of energy for civilian purposes.

The Korean problem subsequently retreated to the margins of US strategic
concern, especially as Kim Jong-il’s beleaguered regime took tentative steps
towards opening up to the outside world. It became party to the UN Covenant
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and the Convention on the Rights
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of the Child. In June 2000 the first-ever inter-Korean Summit was held and
Kim Jong-il pledged to extend a moratorium on missile testing, to restrain
missile technology exports and to open discussions on human rights. In
2000 North Korea attended the seventh meeting of the ASEAN Regional
Forum; in July 2002 it formally abrogated its command economy; and
in September 2002 Kim Jong-il opened the way for improving relations with
Japan. He admitted to and apologised for the North Korean kidnapping of
Japanese citizens during the 1970s. Japanese Prime Minister Koizumi recipro-
cated by apologising for the harshness of Japanese inter-war colonisation of
Korea and offered a multi-billion-dollar aid package as part of the normalis-
ation process.18

However, US–North Korean relations turned sour once more with the
arrival of the George W. Bush administration. North Korea met pretty much
every tick box on the neo-conservative hit list: an established connection
between its leader Kim Jong-il and terrorism; possession and delivery capabil-
ity of WMDs; documented use of WMDs and missile technology to raise
funds and to bargain with regional powers; and being a potential supplier of
materials and delivery systems to state and non-state actors, including inter-
national terrorist groups. Evidence of a new hardline American approach
came quickly. In November 2001 Under-Secretary of State for Arms Control
and International Security, John Bolton, accused North Korea of having
broken the Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention. The following month
the Bush administration specified North Korea in its Nuclear Posture Review
as an ‘immediate contingency’ for which the US must be prepared to respond
with nuclear force. In January 2002 North Korea was demonised in Bush’s
State of the Union Address as a member of the ‘axis of evil’. And matters took
a further dramatic downturn on 16 October 2002 when the US announced
that North Korea had admitted enriching uranium for nuclear weapons in
contravention of its obligations under the NPT, North–South Declaration on
a Non-Nuclear Korean Peninsular and the Agreed Framework underpinning
KEDO. On 12 December Pyongyang announced that it was restarting its
5-MW reactor and resuming construction of its 50 and 200 MW reactors. It
subsequently expelled International Atomic Energy Authority inspectors on
27 December, formally withdrew from the NPT on 10 January 2003 and pulled
out of the 1992 agreement on a nuclear-free Korean Peninsular.

In Washington councils were divided along similar lines to the simultaneous
debate about military intervention in Iraq, but there were three major differ-
ences: the North Koreans almost certainly possessed nuclear weapons by
November 2002 and intermediate range means of delivering them; key
regional American allies were potentially vulnerable, especially South Korea
and Japan; and the US was itself vulnerable because it had over 35,000 troops
in South Korea who could become victim to a North Korean nuclear strike.
The US resolved upon a policy of tailored containment and developed a multi-
lateral response through six-party talks between itself, North and South
Korea, China, Russia and Japan. In August 2005 they were renewed after more
than a year’s break and more talks are scheduled for the near future.
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The contrast between American treatment of Iraq and North Korea creates
an image of the US under the George W. Bush administration as a respecter of
hard power only. Failure to find a solution to the North Korean problem also
demonstrates the lack of an East Asian security system that is acceptable to
the leading regional powers. North Korea is a concern to countries throughout
Asia and beyond but American policy towards it has limited support. The
European Commission has criticised the Bush administration’s hardline atti-
tude and consequent blocking of North Korean membership of key inter-
national financial institutions as an impediment to the socialisation of
Pyongyang through integration into the world economy.19 In the meantime
Russia and China do not want to see North Korea’s nuclear programme con-
trolled at the expense of seeing American power increase in the Korean Pen-
insular and Asia. The 1996 US–Japan Security Agreement strengthened these
concerns. China especially sees North Korea as a useful communist buffer
between itself and American influence flowing from South Korea. Indeed, it is
telling of Great Power differences in Asia that so far China has made but
limited use of its unrivalled potential economic leverage vis-à-vis Pyongyang.20

While US concerns about North Korean nuclear weapons and China’s
defence spending abide, much of America’s security attention since 9/11 has
switched to trying to curb terrorism. This strategy stretches out through-
out the region, but with particular focus on Indonesia as the country with
the largest Muslim population in the world and one that suffered the Bali
discotheque outrage in October 2002, on the Philippines where combined US
and Philippine operations have been conducted against Islamic terrorists, and
on the most sensitive area of all – the Central Asian states of Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyztan, Tajiikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. This area became geo-
politically important with the launch of the war on terrorism in Afghanistan
and then later the invasion of Iraq. However, these states also used to be part
of the Soviet empire and Russian relations with them remain a possible and at
times an actual source of controversy between Russia and the US (see Chapter
10). US military positioning here also impacts on China. Nevertheless, the US
was swift to move in the aftermath of 9/11 and opened a military base at
Manas in Kyrgyzstan in 2001 and formalised close relations with Uzbekistan
in 2002, which enabled the opening of military facilities at Karshi-Khanabad
to service the campaign against Afghanistan.

There have been frequent criticisms about the US consorting with these
corrupt and oppressive regimes, notwithstanding the standard US line that it
tries to encourage reform, economic growth and democracy. This looks the
same as the realpolitik Cold War justification for consorting with brutal
dictators, except this time they have to be anti-terrorist rather than anti-
communist. Ex-British Ambassador to Uzbekistan, Charles Murray, roundly
condemned the corruption and brutal and undemocratic behaviour of the
Uzbekistan government in 2005 and equally savagely condemned the US for
sacrificing its principles for security priorities and consorting with it. Instabil-
ity in the region is clearly fraught with danger given the strategic involvement
of both Russia and the US and their vying for favour among the states there.
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The ‘Rose Revolution’ in Georgia in 2003 and the ‘Orange Revolution’ in the
Ukraine in 2004, when popular protest brought reformist governments to
power, were emulated in nearby Kyrgyzstan in the summer of 2005 with the
collapse of the incumbent government and the coming to power of President
Bakiyev, though his reforming fervour swiftly diminished once he was in
power. These unsettling times, concerns about Russia’s position, and fear of a
backlash by their Muslim populations, have resulted in waning support among
the central Asian republics for close ties with the US and doubts about the
wisdom of a US military presence on their soil. This prompted a visit by US
Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld in July 2005. Most critical in the region was a
commitment by Kyrgyzstan that US forces could continue operations at
Manas, and while Rumsfeld managed to get this renewed it was not open-
ended. The general understanding is that once the situation in Afghanistan
improves then the US military must withdraw.

Conclusion

Post-Cold War US policies towards the Western Hemisphere and Asia have
some common denominators, especially spreading democracy and American-
style capitalism as guarantors of American prosperity and facilitators of
international security. In both regions successive administrations have felt
freer since the Cold War to advance aggressive trade liberalisation policies and
to push allies to share more of the security burden. In practice US dominance
of the Western Hemisphere has enabled greater success there than in Asia in
the development of competitive liberalisation. Although the American model
has faced limited resistance in the Western Hemisphere by countries such as
Cuba and Venezuela and ran into more serious difficulties at the Mar del
Plata Summit of the Americas in November 2005, this pales next to that
encountered in Asia, both within forums such as ASEAN and bilaterally.
Interestingly this resistance comes from allies and strategic competitors alike,
such as Japan and China respectively. Moreover, economic growth in China,
India and the Asian tiger economies, and the possibility of a resurgent
Japanese economy, suggests that the economic balance of power in the world
will gradually shift somewhat from the Atlantic, which currently encompasses
over two-thirds of the world’s GDP, to the Pacific. Such change will require
careful management.

The security picture is somewhat similar. The Western Hemisphere hosts a
number of weak and potentially failing states but even designated ‘rogues’
such as Castro’s Cuba pose little threat to the US. Nor does the region har-
bour the Islamic fundamentalists that Asia does. The Central Asian republics
have become the front-line in the war on terror. Asia also poses some of the
most serious state-based immediate and medium-term threats to the US.
China will continue to rise. Its regional ambitions and how it advances them
will do much to determine the stability or otherwise of its locale and beyond.
Kashmiri and other Indo-Pakistan tensions make their relationship currently
the most plausible nuclear flashpoint, and the US will need to continue to
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tread carefully between the two. And then there is the American worse-case
scenario realised in North Korea: a nuclear-capable rogue state ruled by the
unpredictable Kim Jong-il and so reclusive that it has thus far largely resisted
US soft power. The complexity of these security issues, as well as of the
economic challenges, suggests that the emphasis will have to be on multilateral
action if successful management is to be achieved. This is a challenge indeed
for the Bush administration because it requires it to work closely with an array
of states, some of which are not naturally America’s friends, and through
institutions for which it has hitherto demonstrated scant respect.

206 The Western Hemisphere and Asia after the Cold War



13 Conclusion

The US has come a long way since 1945. Its foreign policy has responded to
immense foreign, domestic and technological challenges. The rapid transition
from wartime planning for a UN-based security system to the Cold War forced
a radical rethink of US strategy. Threatened again by totalitarianism, Ameri-
cans drew lessons from the prelude to the Second World War. There must be
no appeasement. The US must be strong and prepared to defend itself. And
liberal democracies should not be divided as they had been by the dual threat
of Nazi Germany in Europe and of Japanese militarism in Asia: the US
would have to assume the mantle of leadership. In exercising that leadership,
isolationism was pushed to the margins as the US crafted a grand strategy of
containment that grew fitfully through stages, but all of them confronting the
need to justify a willingness to use varying levels of force in order to ensure the
survival of liberal democracy and capitalism. In doing so, it often adopted
tactics that rested on the argument that the end justified the means and took
decisions that skirted on, or occasionally transgressed, the borders of consti-
tutionality. Cold War stakes were so high that they provided justification for
such tactics and decision-making. But means-ends arguments that comprom-
ise civil and human rights and inadequately constrain executive power do not
sit comfortably for long with liberal democracy and the value it places on the
sanctity of the individual. By the end of the Cold War civil rights and consti-
tutional integrity remained largely intact, but they had been periodically and
severely battered.

Leadership of the Free World had other serious consequences too for the
American body politic. New power centres arose, especially the military–
industrial complex that Eisenhower warned against as he left office in 1961.
Bipartisan anti-communist consensus drew the teeth of Congress until at least
the Vietnam War. For some American leaders this was not an unwelcome
development because democratic controls can hamper effective foreign policy-
making, especially when there is too much influence from a Congress riven
with political rivalries and vested interests, possessing little foreign policy
expertise and having predominantly domestic priorities. As Dean Acheson
lamented, ‘Congress is too damn representative. It’s just as stupid as the
people are; just as uneducated, just as dumb, just as selfish.’1

Successive administrations upheld the US commitment to shouldering the



burdens of Free World leadership and of maintaining its principal security
and economic structures, though after the collapse of Bretton Woods the US
management role in the world economy was reduced. Whether or not the US
achieved hegemonic status, anywhere in the Free World, remains open to
debate, but its Cold War efforts undoubtedly confronted it with problems
similar to empires of the past. The enormous commitment overseas caused
long-term neglect of serious domestic social and economic problems and often
compromised efforts that were made to correct them, such as Johnson’s Great
Society programme.

The end of the Cold War beckoned American policy-makers to put right
long-neglected domestic wrongs and to fashion a New World Order from a
position of unrivalled power, as in 1945. This reignited traditional debates
about the balance between isolationism and internationalism, the appropriate
mix of idealism and realism, and the blend between multilateral and unilateral
means. It also begged new questions about the purpose of American power,
about the durability of alliances without a unifying common threat, and about
the nature of the world ‘out there’. Too often critics of post-Cold War Ameri-
can foreign policy, especially of the struggle to find a grand strategy to replace
containment, neglect to take appropriate account of the enormous changes
brought forth by the end of bipolarity. In their ways, each of the post-Cold
War presidencies contributed to redefining America’s role in the world.

George H. Bush was a conservative who uttered the rhetoric of New World
Order whereby ‘nations recognize the shared responsibility for freedom and
justice, [in] a world where the strong respect the weak’.2 Bush and his team,
however, were not good on the vision thing. More to the point, Bush was
sceptical of its value. His hallmarks were courage and caution. He was a
cautious and pragmatic conservative realist, who gathered skilful men around
him and saw the benefits of working and acting with allies in the pursuit of
American interests, but would also act unilaterally if that were necessary.

This pragmatism produced some curious results. It seemed odd indeed, after
45 years of the US trying to destroy the Soviet Union, that Bush dedicated
such energy to trying to prevent its collapse. In the process this threw up all
sorts of unpalatable contradictions, notably his willingness to stand aside
while Gorbachev sought to quash independence movements such as that led
by Lithuanian leader Vytautas Landsbergis. No grand strategy shines through
Bush’s foreign policy and Dumbrell is right to characterise it as: ‘little more
than vague commitment to multilateralism, and a promise that foreign policy
would be tied to US interests (themselves grounded vaguely in an asserted
coincidence of free markets and liberal democracy)’.3

However, this does not mean that Bush was unsuccessful or that he did not
leave important foreign policy legacies. Courage and caution can be virtues in
times of great uncertainty, and Bush and his close advisers had these quali-
ties in abundance. Bush’s embrace of Gorbachev was logical, for the USSR
was a great stabilising force and the bilateral nuclear relationship was far
easier to manage than the proliferation that followed its collapse. Working in
cooperation with Gorbachev also helped him achieve major foreign policy
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objectives, especially dramatic cuts in US and Soviet nuclear arsenals,
Germany’s reunification and entry into NATO, the CFE Treaty and successful
leadership of the First Gulf War. None of this was at the expense of US
interests for Bush did not hesitate to intervene militarily in Panama and to
drive an aggressive foreign economic policy that dealt well with Japan and the
EU and brought about the innovative NAFTA.

Bush also began the groundwork in reorientating focus and expectations.
His administration initiated the switch in priorities from Europe to Asia and
the Middle East and the drive both to rationalise American overseas com-
mitments and offload some responsibilities on to other actors – hence his
welcoming of Germany’s Chancellor Kohl as a ‘partner in leadership’ and
endorsement of the European Commission coordinating aid to Central and
Eastern Europe. He also largely resisted temptation to abuse America’s uni-
polar moment and even attempted to adopt guidelines that would limit US use
of force in the post-Cold War world and confirm it as an option of last resort.
If these did not work fully, it was due less to a failure of will than to the
enormously difficult questions at the heart of interventionism. Furthermore,
for all his realpolitik reflexes Bush contributed significantly to encouraging
multilateralism in American foreign policy and hopes for a New World Order
based on international law and policed by the UN. He valued allies and pro-
vided the UN with new prestige by steering the US response to Iraq’s invasion
of Kuwait under UN auspices and in leading an impressively large coalition
force, which included the Soviet Union. And lest this be simply decried as
cover for protecting American political and oil interests, it is important to
remember his administration’s commitment to UN humanitarian involvement
in Somalia.

President Bill Clinton appeared likely to be radically different from his pre-
decessor. Clinton’s focus on domestic issues and the relative decline of security
threats to the US shifted the focus of American foreign policy towards econom-
ics. The President created the NEC to play the same role in economic policy as
the NSC did in security. His administration continued to support multilateral
trade agreements, Congress approved NAFTA in November 1993 and the US
signed up to the WTO, which constituted a major exception to its usual
reluctance to cede sovereignty. At the same time Clinton vigorously pursued
unilateral initiatives to protect American economic interests and to punish those
such as the EU, Japan and China who were deemed to damage them.

In contrast to Bush’s pragmatic and cautious realism, Clinton and his
administration responded to new challenges by shifting along the spectrum
towards liberal idealism. In September 1993 NSA Anthony Lake spoke elo-
quently of the importance of enlarging both democracy and free markets and
this was very much in harmony with the positions of Secretary of State War-
ren Christopher, US Ambassador to the UN, Madeleine Albright, and Presi-
dent Clinton himself. Hallmarks of the Clinton administration’s foreign policy
approach became democratic enlargement, engagement and assertive multi-
lateralism to deal with international problems and in particular humanitarian
crises like the one in Somalia.
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Clinton’s vision had its weaknesses. It was difficult to identify the national
interest and hard, as the world’s sole superpower, to avoid expectation that the
US should intervene everywhere that good cause was shown, which is why its
standing aside during the Rwanda genocide was so damaging. More especially,
neither the Clinton administration, nor Congress, nor the American public
was prepared to lend the full weight of America to assertive multilateralism.
This meant that the Clinton administration’s idealism was shot through by
pragmatism and hard realism. It was checked further by the Cold War’s end,
which brought domestic actors more forcibly into foreign policy and encour-
aged Congressional assertiveness, especially after the Republicans seized con-
trol of both houses in the 1994 mid-term elections. For example, Congress
slashed the overseas aid budget and partially reversed the drive for peace
dividends, which Clinton had sought through the downsizing of the defence
budget and the military industrial complex.

Thus what emerges is an administration that felt more comfortable with the
vision thing, but whose picture of a New World Order and America’s role in it
remained rather fuzzy. This was reflected in the administration’s inconsisten-
cies as it struggled to reconcile its idealism with the ‘world out there’ and with
new constraints at home. PDD-25 was toned down in response to the death of
US Rangers in Somalia, involvement in Bosnia was as much by accident as
design, and experience in Kosovo indicated the practical as well as political
limitations of multilateralism. At the same time, US interventions did con-
tinue in Haiti – notably with UN endorsement – and in Bosnia and Kosovo
under the guise of NATO.

Nevertheless, Clinton did move American foreign policy forward. His
administration articulated the vision thing in liberal and idealistic language
and made progress in trying to evolve the basis of a coherent foreign policy
strategy from the sensible but ad hoc policies of its predecessor. American
prosperity and security could progress hand-in-hand through democratic
enlargement and expansion of the free market. Where problems arose, they
would be addressed through predominantly, though not exclusively, multi-
lateral means. This demonstrated sensitivity to post-Cold War questions of the
legitimacy of international action and the limits of US power and reflected
continued anxiety to burden-share. Moreover, the Clinton administrations
made three very important contributions to the future of US foreign policy.
First was an insightful reading of the post-Cold War ascendancy of geo-
economics. Second was the symbiosis seen between security and values,
which was promoted in democratic enlargement and the free market. And
third was Clinton’s emphasis on the diminishing difference between foreign
and domestic policy. In short, he soon acknowledged, in a way that his pre-
decessors had not, that the US was in a deeply interpenetrated state system of
complex interdependence. The water’s edge, where traditionally foreign policy
ended and began, had disappeared.

The 2000 election and early months of the Bush administration gave little
indication of what was to come. In the lead-up to the election there was much
talk about re-establishing a hierarchy of American national interests and
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reducing overseas commitments, which caused great consternation among US
allies in Europe lest America pull out of the Balkans. Bush presented a profile
of caring conservatism, came across as more moderate and pragmatic than
many he subsequently appointed and initially conducted his presidency little
different from a conventional, albeit right-of-centre, pragmatist. 9/11 changed
matters. It demonstrated American vulnerability to WMDs and international
terrorism and just how far foreign and domestic policy had merged. It also
made crafting a grand strategy for foreign policy somewhat easier because it
gave clear priority to security, enabled a reversion to defending the American
way of life, and provided a new enemy to defeat, all of which facilitated the
mobilisation of support from domestic constituencies. Finally, the crisis
provided opportunity for the ready-crafted agenda of the ideologically
charged neo-conservatives and their fellow-travellers – Paul Wolfowitz,
Donald Rumsfeld, Dick Cheyney, John Bolton, Richard Perle, Stephen J. Had-
ley and Condoleezza Rice.

The progeny of the neo-conservative agenda stretches back into the 1960s
and the disillusion of highly moralistic left-leaning radicals who then tipped
sharply to the right. By the 1990s their focus was the emergence of China;
the troubling direction of political developments in Russia; threats from
Iraq, Serbia and North Korea; and the consequences of the peace dividend for
US military capabilities. While all this sounds like traditional realism, it is
permeated with values that transform it into something else. In fact it is ‘a new
political animal born of an unlikely marriage of humanitarian idealism and
brute force’. It differs from Wilsonianism’s desire to make the world over in
the image of American liberalism in that ‘neo-conservatives prefer to act
alone and heavily armed rather than work through the often laborious multi-
lateral process’.4 Furthermore, the moral dimension of neo-conservatism
departs from realism as it emphasises the promotion of values as well as
security.

The promotion of these values is informed by both strategic doctrine
fathered by Albert Wohlstetter and the unipolar condition. In the aftermath of
9/11 this neo-conservative agenda provided a clear policy for Bush’s response.
However, it would not be directed in the first instance against terrorists, but
against rogue states that could challenge the US and its security by harbouring
terrorists, developing WMDs and even equipping terrorist proxies with
WMDs for delivery against the US and its allies. Confronting this challenge,
the neo-conservatives convincingly argued that the traditional deterrence
option was impotent and that smart weapons must be used to intervene clinic-
ally and pre-emptively, or preventatively if deemed necessary, against rogue
states. A major sub-theme of their strategy to deal with instability in the
Middle East (and conveniently the oil access problem) was to spread dem-
ocracy and the free market, first in Afghanistan, then in Iraq and then
onwards throughout the region. The outcomes of these value positions were
embodied in diplomatic exchanges and policy and strategy papers over the
months that followed 9/11. Even while President Bush appeared initially to
move multilaterally it was appearance rather than reality. The US military
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made it very clear to the French from the outset that they were not going ‘to
wage war by committee’ – Kosovo had provided the salutary lessons.5 In his
January State of the Union Address in 2002 Bush spoke of an axis of evil. In
June at West Point he spoke of the need for pre-emptive action against clear
and present dangers, which soon developed into a policy of preventative
action against less clear and less present dangers. And in September 2002 in
The National Security Strategy of the United States of America three key
concepts were embedded: the need for pre-emptive action; that the US must be
the unchallengeable superpower; and that US democratic values should be
trumpeted and spread abroad.6 In many ways, even though NSA Rice deter-
mined much of the content, the ideas were a logical follow-on from the find-
ings of the 1998 Commission to Assess the Ballistic Missile Threat to the
United States chaired by Donald Rumsfeld and into which Paul Wolfowitz
also fed ideas.7

Thus of the three post-Cold War administrations, that of George W. Bush
has developed the clearest vision of America’s role in the world. There is
considerable continuity in economic statecraft with his two predecessors, but
George W. Bush is the first post-Cold War president to craft a grand strategy
to succeed containment. It is largely premised on an acceptance of Kraut-
hammer’s unipolar era, and borrows heavily from the Clinton administration’s
emphasis on democratic enlargement and free market economics. What is new
is a greater willingness to act unilaterally and to bring the full weight of
America to bear down upon its enemies and in support of its objectives. Cold
War threats to the state have been replaced by the threats from terrorism and
rogue states. These threats are real, but perhaps not in the same sense that the
Soviet nuclear threat was real, and there are greater difficulties in persuading
allies to share American views, prescriptions and even values – something
popularised by Kagan’s categorisation of Europeans as Venusians and Ameri-
cans as Martians.8 Moreover, these threats are much harder to combat because
traditional nuclear deterrence has but limited purchase (e.g. North Korea) and
non-territorial threats invite less conventional approaches that might well
sometimes be at the margins of constitutionality. Indeed, the case of proving
that the ends justify the means becomes more difficult to make when it relies
on intelligence estimates of the strike capabilities of secret weapon develop-
ment programmes, judgements that they will be used, and a decision to strike
to kill before those judged to be your opponents strike first. Containment
never embraced a preventative strike rationale.

The Bush administration’s response to 9/11 does constitute a revolution
in American strategy and can claim to have resolved traditional tensions
within US foreign policy. Isolationist sentiment has once more been banished
and idealism and realism squared in the merging of values and security. To its
credit the Bush administration has spared neither foe nor friend from
its crusade to liberalise and democratise, which was boldly demonstrated in its
rejection of past US Middle Eastern policy. There is an engaging logic too in
the invasion of Iraq. It removed a potential security threat to the US and its
allies and provided an opportunity to nation-build and to establish a bastion
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of democratic government in the Middle East from where democratic ideas
can be spread to others – a kind of democratisation domino effect.

Like all revolutions, though, the Bush administration’s has released such
powerful forces that it has been compelled to make much policy ‘on the hoof’
and the ultimate outcome is very uncertain. It may be that the spread of
democracy, economic interdependence and a growing awareness of common
security interests deradicalise the disenfranchised and encourage collective
enterprise for the good of all. However, it is also possible that traditional
competition for security and power will be exacerbated by the overlay of the
war on terrorism, which might in turn encourage a ‘clash of civilisations’ or
widen the new fault lines created by US preventative strike doctrine. It is
further possible that the assumptions of democratic peace theory will be
sorely tested should radical groups achieve power through the very democratic
processes that the US is determined to encourage.

What is already certain is that the world can never be the same again, that
super-terrorism demands new responses, and that the US is again confronted
with enormous responsibilities and difficult balances to strike. Immediate
issues are those perennial problems of how a democracy conducts an effective
foreign policy and upholds the integrity of its underpinning principles, espe-
cially in a time of crisis. There are three vitally important issues here for the
US: the first is to maintain the integrity of its constitutional democracy;
the second is the importance of safeguarding America’s moral authority; and
the third is to ensure that when Americans are asked to lay their lives on the
line for foreign policy goals this is properly justified. These issues are not
separable, even though they seem to refer to the domestic and the foreign
spheres, and they resonate strongly of similar dilemmas during the Cold War.
There is much debate about whether the Imperial Presidency has returned in
the aftermath of 9/11 and just how far the war on terrorism waged at home,
symbolised by Homeland Security and the Patriot Act, justifies the erosion of
American civil liberties – a debate similar to that of the McCarthy years. Just
as in the Cold War, there are inconsistencies between US human rights rhet-
oric and policy practice, such as the treatment of detainees at Guantanamo
Bay and the highly damaging abuses perpetrated by American troops in
Iraq. And there is great contention in America and abroad about whether the
sacrifice of American lives in Iraq is better justified than in Vietnam. There
are some definite similarities between the wars too: for all its sophisticated
weaponry, logistical and intelligence gathering capabilities, the US is strug-
gling to control far inferior forces; its foot-soldiers are incurring growing
casualties; the insurgency is stretching US troop capability; and recruitment is
down and demands are up.

Critics of the Bush administration highlight a number of other dangers that
result from its current policies and chosen means of executing them. Its policy
towards the UN is characteristic of a broad preference for unilateral rather
than multilateral action. This unilateralism feeds off America’s unchallenge-
able hard power, its convictions about the need for vigorous action against
terrorism and rogue states, and a long tradition that fears corruption of its
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constitutional integrity and its democratic procedures if it has to compromise
and accommodate with other nation-states in the course of collective action.
Many, most notably Nye, fear that obsession with unilateralism and America’s
hard power will so undermine America’s soft power that it will only ‘win’
empty military victories and lose the more important battles for the hearts and
minds of people around the world. In the long term such losses would be
corrosive of American democracy and society in a way far more dangerous
than anything that multilateralism might harbour. After all, US military hard
power only ensured the West did not lose the Cold War: it did not win it. If it is
possible to talk of the West winning, then it was because of its soft power and
the cooperative multilateral institutions that the US did so much to found,
such as the IMF, World Bank, GATT and NATO.

Advocates of multilateral action also stress that it is a companion of inter-
national law and that both are embedded in democratic practice. Western
democracy has flourished through deliberation and due process. This can be
cumbersome and slow, but multilateral action through international law might
in fact achieve quicker and more authoritative results than those achieved
without the UN and which involve the flouting of international law and the
refusal to abide by international agreements, such as the US’s unwillingness to
submit its military personnel to the jurisdiction of the ICC. For many there is
a tragedy-in-waiting here: the US risks discounting the soft power of its own
democratic and free market model – with its civil rights, due process and
wealth of cultural attraction – for the sake of a hard power unilateralist strat-
egy that is incapable of consummating its goals and which endangers its soft
power through apparent disregard and disrespect for international law and
collective multilateral action.

America’s soft power has been damaged by its refusal to abide by a raft of
multilateral agreements, by its stance on climate change and by a growing
dissatisfaction with the failure of its brand of capitalism to address the issues
of distributive justice and the often economically disruptive and identity-
challenging effects of globalisation. When one adds to this suspicions that
American oil companies have too much say in official US policy on climate
change and that US government aid overseas is relatively less than that of
Japan or the EU (even though individual Americans remain outstandingly
generous), then the authority of America’s voice is further diminished and
dissatisfaction increased with the way that the richest nation deals with the
disadvantaged, the dispossessed and the debtors of this world.

These criticisms are well reasoned. It is important, though, to acknowledge
also change and, especially, the efficacy of alternatives for US policy-
makers. For a start there is evidence to suggest that, thus far at least, the
Bush administration has toned down its unilateralism in its second term,
as demonstrated in Bush’s ‘listening tour’ to Europe in 2005, its greater
cooperation with the EU over Iran and its multilateral approach to North
Korea. There has been a retreat, too, from the crude disaggregation policy that
divided Europe at the time of the Iraq War into the old and the new – a
division that puzzlingly placed Britain in the latter camp.9 This may well be the
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product of the administration becoming bogged down in Iraq and buffeted
at home by the political storm that has followed in the wake of Hurricane
Katrina. Even if this is the case, then it is a salutary lesson of the limits of
American power and an opportunity for other nations to re-engage the US
and persuade it that multilateralism can be effective rather than a means of
either deferral or simply constraining the US. But to do this the onus is on US
allies to ‘walk the walk’ as well as ‘talk the talk’.

Thus we come to one final thought. Where, if anywhere, does the failure of
imagination lie in the inability to craft a New World Order after the Cold War
that delivers, in the words of Franklin D. Roosevelt, freedom of speech and
religion and freedom from want and fear?10 It is easy to blame America.
George H. Bush seemed to think that the UN system, liberated from ideo-
logically wielded vetoes in the Security Council, could fulfil its original prom-
ise and usher in a New World Order, but took things little further than to
exploit the opportunity in the First Gulf War. The Clinton administration’s
rhetoric of assertive multilateralism certainly promised more, but did not
always deliver. The George W. Bush administration has consciously turned
away from the UN, has criticised its management and effectiveness, and is
often unwilling to engage with it constructively. Here, maybe, is a failure of
imagination to utilise what could be an effective device for promoting policies
beneficial for the US and the wider world community.

However, this is too simplistic. Structures may, as neo-liberal institutional-
ists suggest, facilitate agreement, build confidence and blunt the impact of
anarchy in the international system. Also, the UN must be used as a political
forum as Roosevelt had always expected and intended it to be. But before any
of this can take place there has to be some confidence in an organisation and
common ground from which to begin. The US is no exception to this. Hence,
despite sometimes strained relationships, the US remains an active and central
actor within the WTO. It has even pooled some sovereignty here. The UN is
different. It has a history of ineffectiveness and of attempts, by members of
the Security Council especially, to frustrate rather than contribute to US
policy, as France and Germany did in the lead-up to the Iraq War. Even UN
Secretary-General Kofi Annan delivered a ‘stunning institutional mea culpa’ in
1999 of the UN’s role in the Balkans,11 and currently the organisation is mired
in the scandal surrounding the oil for food programme.

Moreover, world order has to be forward-looking rather than rooted in the
past, and the post-9/11 era is one of renewed and fundamental debate about
sovereignty and legitimacy. This is reflected in the EU’s continued move
towards some sort of post-Westphalian sub-system, in the notion of humani-
tarian interventionism and, more controversially, in the US doctrine of pre-
ventative strike. All of these are logical evolutions in response to events but
none of the assumptions that underpin them are universally shared. In this
sense, therefore, it is not enough to criticise the US for its preventative strike
doctrine as being contrary to international law because WMDs and the emer-
gence of an international terrorism that seeks to exact maximum casualties
rather than negotiation give this approach a clear rationale. Rather, the world
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has to offer the US viable alternatives to unilateralism and it may be that
international law has to evolve too in response to contemporary dangers and,
especially, super-terrorism.

Whatever the future holds, the women and men who run the foreign policy
of the US will bear considerable responsibility. How they understand the
world, cope with and direct it will fundamentally affect us all. Realist appreci-
ation of problems that they will confront in dealing with terrorists or states
concerned with power and security in a system where anarchy is still an
important characteristic must be a part of their understanding. Likewise the
effects of the growth of democracy, economic interdependence and non-state
actors (including regional blocs such as NAFTA and the EU) and the idealist
imagination, not bounded solely by Western values, have all got parts to play
as well. Fukuyama’s vision, of the monolithic triumph of the West, is flawed
and a rank impoverishment of the richness of this world. Thus policy-makers
will have to deal with complexity, value democratic controls and account-
ability, recognise the worth and needs of others, strike appropriate balances
between hard and soft power, and have imagination to work constructively
across normative divides. And all this needs to be done without endangering
the security of the US. Such qualities are not easily acquired, but the US has
not lacked imagination in the past and it has now an established tradition, as
Colin Powell once wrote, of recognising that with enormous power comes
sobering responsibility.12
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