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Nicole Gnesotto

One year on, what has America become? That question has perturbed
Washington’s partners ever since the attacks of 11 September.
Indeed, within the Union, the Europeans have reacted to America’s

responses to terrorism as much as they have to the terrorist threat itself. They
have done so with a mixture of instinctive solidarity and growing scepticism
over the policy being pursued by Washington. And they have looked on with
both fascination and incomprehension at the political agitation that, whether
it concerns Afghanistan or Iraq, mobilisation against terrorism or rejection
of the International Criminal Court, obsession with military technology or
scarcity of political vision, is upsetting all the previous certainties and tradi-
tional givens in the transatlantic debate. Is the United States evolving on
another planet and in a different frame of reference from the Europeans?
Have the attacks of 11 September led to a total break in America’s relations
with the outside world, or are there, in US strategic heritage and culture, lines
of continuity that provide a better understanding, if not approval, of Amer-
ica’s new reactions to force and the use of force in international relations?

Who better than Pierre Hassner, at present research director emeritus at
the Centre d’Etudes et de Recherches Internationales, Fondation nationale
des Sciences Politiques, Paris, to combine a breadth of strategic vision and
close acquaintance with the United States – particularly the current per-
sonalities in the Bush administration – in order to answer those questions?
In this brilliant essay the author, who was a senior visiting fellow at the Insti-
tute last year, analyses and dissects, from the American Civil War to the
Korean War, from containment of the Soviet Union to the war on terrorism,
the political and technological ingredients of American unilateralism and
exceptionalism today. ‘From total war to war without risk and now war
without rules’, this Chaillot Paper examines the history of America’s very
special attitude to the use of force, at the three levels that are determinant in
all policy-making: public opinion, the military hierarchy and the political
élites that have successively been in charge of America’s destiny.

Having become ‘vulnerable . . . yet at the same time invincible’,
‘absolutely against any encroachment on their sovereignty but absolutely in

Preface
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Preface

favour of their own intervention against others’, America post-11
September is again posing the eternal challenge to Europeans of how to
reconcile principles and realism, law and the use of force. That should
finally make the Europeans engage in a common assessment of the world in
the terrorist era, at the very least, but especially of possible complementarity
between American and European power, if there is still time for such a
union of opposites.

Paris, July 2002
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The United States: 
the empire of force or
the force of empire?

1. Raymond Aron, The Imperial Re-
public. The United States and the
World 1945-1973 (London: Wei-
denfeld and Nicolson, 1975).

2. Raymond Aron, Peace and War.
A Theory of International Relations
(London: Weidenfeld and Nicol-
son, 1967).

There is no society or policy that does not have its contradictions,
but some have more than others, and that is certainly true of the
United States. Raymond Aron evoked a classic paradox in giving his
book on the United States the title The Imperial Republic.1 That par-
adox has two aspects. Firstly, are the republic’s institutions (which
are designed to guarantee citizens’ rights and a separation of pow-
ers) suited to the running of an empire, or are they prejudicial to the
decision-making ability and continuity that that implies? Con-
versely, does not the expenditure on empire, in terms of resources
and time, and in particular the methods used to acquire and pre-
serve it, affect the economic, political and moral health of the
republican homeland? These dilemmas are made even more acute
since, on the one hand, this is not a classic empire, like that of
Rome, but rather a bourgeois, individualist one based on the acqui-
sition of wealth rather than the winning of wars and, on the other
hand, this is the first truly world-wide empire and has appeared at a
moment when the threats facing humankind raise key questions
on the interests of the international system and the planet itself,
over and above those of the ‘hyperpower’.

Last, and foremost for the issue examined here, the tensions
(and the contradictory ways of resolving them) that all states are
having to face today more than at other times, and the United
States more than other states, raise the question of the use of force.
Between the negative, Hobbesian vision of a war of all against all
and the positive, Christian utopia of a universal rejection of vio-
lence, the compromise reached by modern states and still accepted
by Raymond Aron in Peace and War2 has consisted in maintaining
a monopoly on the use of force within the state and reserving the
right to employ it externally in the form of war. That fragile com-
promise has now been shattered: war between states has become
very unlikely, even unthinkable in certain cases for a number of
reasons, whereas civil wars and violence in society have become
more widespread. That is particularly clear in the case of the



United States, whose imperial status blurs the distinction between
the domestic and the inter-state. Indeed the US case includes spe-
cific paradoxes, and the problems to which these lead will be exam-
ined in this paper.

The United States is subjected to and tolerates far more vio-
lence internally than most other modern states, as is seen in the
non-prohibition of firearms and maintenance of the death
penalty, yet is much less willing to risk its servicemen’s lives
abroad, endeavouring to reduce casualties through resort to tech-
nology or the use of allies. Whereas traditionally colonial powers
have used auxiliary or local troops and maritime powers have
engaged allies, placing its faith in technology as an alternative to
physical risk is characteristic of the United States, a power that is
more advanced than others in its modern or bourgeois concept of
society, whereas the right of the individual to bear arms to defend
himself and capital punishment hark back to a pre-modern past
that remains very much more deep-rooted than elsewhere.

However, this paradoxical combination of tradition and
modernity, of attachment to the past and futurism, seems, like
that of internal violence and the use of force externally, to have
been fundamentally modified by the shock of 11 September. US
reactions to the events of that day of course confirm certain trends
that are permanent or had appeared during previous years, for
example America’s preference for military solutions despite its
great superiority in other fields, and a growing feeling of both vul-
nerability and invincibility. Yet on other issues, like the abhor-
rence of lasting external engagements, the refusal to take risks,
attachment to the rule of law or like the divisions in society, the
terrorist attacks have led to spectacular changes of attitude. A soci-
ety whose tendency to fragmentation and withdrawal was often
lamented, is becoming one that is united in its fight against the
terrorist enemy and its supporters in all corners of the world.

Of course this society, and in particular its actions, continues
to be subject to tensions and to pursue conflicting objectives, but
the way in which these contradictions are perceived or concealed,
managed or resolved, has in a way been inverted.

One thus understands the dialectic of the permanent and
changing features that characterise US history in particular. The
tensions are always there, but there are periods when they lead to
paralysis, others when they result in effective compromise and yet
others when there is an abrupt swing from one extreme to the
other.
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Some authors have thus claimed to detect cycles in American
foreign policy,3 with swings from isolationism or withdrawal to
expansionism and internationalism. According to this school of
thought, following the activism of the Cold War period and the
withdrawal following the defeat in Vietnam, Ronald Reagan ush-
ered in a period of US reaffirmation (‘America is back!’ replacing
‘Come Home America!’), a theme taken up again and extended by
George W. Bush after the more timid transitional presidencies of
George Bush Snr and Bill Clinton (although there were forceful
aspects in both – on the diplomatic and military fronts in the case
of Bush, with the achievement of German unification and victory
in the Gulf war, and on an economic and ideological level with
Clinton and his commitment to free trade and the promotion of
democracy in the world).

To accept such reasoning, however, would be to yield to a some-
what mechanical determinism and take little account of external
attacks on the United States (Pearl Harbor, 11 September) and real
emergencies and threats (the two World Wars, Hitler, Stalin, ter-
rorism), which the United States did not invent. The fact remains,
however, that the response to those shocks was largely a function
of a feeling of power and dynamism resulting from internal US
developments, particularly economic and technological. 11
September (like the sinking of the battleship Maine, which led to
the war against Spain) happened at the end of a period of impres-
sive growth in the United States. A section of the American élite
was dying to see that internal growth translated into a more tri-
umphalist or dominating foreign policy. The neo-imperial theme
and reference to Theodore Roosevelt were being nurtured by a sec-
tion of the American political right but seemed relatively mar-
ginal. The shock of 11 September and the apparent ease with
which victory was achieved in Afghanistan seemingly gave them
resonance and legitimacy. It is the combination of, firstly, a new
feeling of vulnerability, secondly, moral indignation at the gratu-
itous hostility of one part of the world and the uncertain solidar-
ity of another and, thirdly, a feeling of unequalled power, if not
infallibility, that today unites leaders, imperial ideologists and the
average American who, only yesterday, had no desire to dabble in
adventures abroad. Being at once an innocent victim, misunder-
stood and threatened, and an irresistible power if it decides to
eliminate its adversaries, is the cocktail that, for the moment and
perhaps only for a limited time, appears to make Americans so
united and so impervious to outside objections, including and
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perhaps above all those of their allies, and those of their liberal
intellectuals, who almost seem like émigrés within their own land.

But the unifying formula of war against terrorism conceived as
an unbounded, preventive form of defence, harbours as many con-
tradictions as the previous one, which is summed up in the title of
the book by David Halberstam on the use of force during the pres-
idencies of Bush Snr and Clinton: War in a Time of Peace.4 This is
illustrated in the views of a virulent critic of the previous phase and
even more passionate advocate of the new policy, Charles
Krauthammer. This author who, after the demise of the Soviet
Union, hailed the ‘unipolar moment’, has criticised the idea of
peacekeeping as unworthy of a superpower (declaring contemptu-
ously, ‘We Don’t Peacekeep’5) and above all military humanitarian
interventions, whose demise he announced in a biting and to
some extent irrefutable article. Military humanitarian interven-
tion is, he maintains, essentially doomed to failure since, in order
for it to succeed, it would have to be prepared to take risks and
accept costs on a scale that a state would only accept when its own
survival was at stake.6 Following the election of George W. Bush,
and especially following 11 September, Krauthammer tri-
umphantly announced that at last the new world order was taking
shape: that of a bipolar war between the American empire and
Islamic terrorism.7 And he railed against the few American or
European critics who demanded, as with humanitarian interven-
tions of not long ago, an exit strategy for Afghanistan, comment-
ing that the idea was only valid in the case of ‘wars of choice’, and
not ‘wars of necessity’. For the latter, there is no exit other than by
destruction of the enemy: ‘He dies or you die.’8

Quite obviously there are as many contradictions in this view,
which appears to be shared to a greater or lesser extent by George
W. Bush and Ariel Sharon, as in military humanitarian interven-
tion. For instance, does the concept of war apply to the fight
against terrorism? Does necessary legitimate self-defence extend
to pre-emptive action on the other side of the world? Is war essen-
tially total, boundless, to the exclusion of other forms and other
exits than total destruction of the enemy? If there is to be no com-
promise with terrorists and if no account is to be taken of the
causes which they claim to serve, the populations from which they
draw support or the rest of the world – allies, rivals or bystanders –
will not the result be either an indefinite war against the whole
world, ending in the reconstitution of a hostile coalition, or the
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total isolation of the United States, leaving it as a world-wide
empire and master of the world waiting for future rebellions, or,
conversely, a return to isolationism following one or several eco-
nomic, social or above all human disasters? The views of British
strategic and political analysts who are closest to the United
States, like Michael Howard or Shirley Williams,9 seem just as dev-
astating on the present strategy as those of Charles Krauthammer
were on the previous one.

There will therefore certainly be a third phase after the periods
before and following 11 September, but its form is impossible to
predict, since it will depend on both external reactions and the
internal divisions that these will cause. 11 September was a great
shock precisely because it brought into conflict three worlds that
were both interconnected and totally alien to each other: that of
modern, bourgeois, technological society; that of its adversaries;
and that of essentially American traditions – in part pre-modern,
Manichean, violent and fundamentalist in their way – reawakened
and strengthened by the attacks. There is little prospect of the
dialectic between transnational society, national traditions and
the logic of confrontation being resolved in the foreseeable future.

The great American paradox, denounced by critics throughout
the last century but particularly in recent years, was the gulf
between US objectives and the means the United States was pre-
pared to devote to attaining them or the sacrifices it was prepared
to make – in other words, the chasm separating its ambitions and
imperial status on the one hand and the nature of its political sys-
tem, society and values on the other. During the Cold War, the
nature of the adversary, the existence of nuclear weapons and the
clear-sightedness of US leaders combined to reconcile these con-
tradictory demands despite mistakes like McCarthyism or the
calamitous failure of Vietnam. As in that case, in the event of a
clash between principles or objectives, on the one hand, and reluc-
tance to make sacrifices, on the other, it was the former that gave
way – in Lebanon during the presidency of Reagan, in Somalia,
Haiti or, in a different manner, Srebrenica or Rwanda under Clin-
ton. Today, the tendency is rather to give primacy to war against
terrorism, at the risk of changing the nature of American society
and reviving more martial traditions, for instance Theodore Roo-
sevelt’s admonition ‘Unless we keep the barbarian virtues, gaining
the civilized ones will be of little avail’,10 or, more recently, pre-
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Christian traditions, as in Warrior Politics: Why Leadership Demands A
Pagan Ethos,11 the latest book by Robert Kaplan, who in an earlier
work, Balkan Ghosts, is reckoned to have dissuaded Bill Clinton
from involvement in the Balkans.

Will America rediscover its spirit of the Far West or that of the
Roman Empire by wagering, like Robert Kaplan, that ‘There is no
“modern” world’, thus giving the lie to Benjamin Constant, for
whom transforming modern individuals into Spartans, as in the
French Revolution, or into Roman soldiers as Napoleon did,
could only end in tyranny, and, above all, by turning its back on all
of its recent tradition of being at the forefront of modernity, capi-
talism and globalisation? Or are we simply witnessing a ‘post-11
September syndrome’ that is merely concealing or replacing the
‘post-Vietnam syndrome’? That is impossible to predict without
prior knowledge of the nature and scale of the next shocks. One
can, however, hazard some idea of future developments by going
back to the past and considering some possible American reac-
tions. The following chapters will examine traditions and trends
in American history, the dilemmas and debates of the period
between the end of the Cold War and 11 September and the
changes that those events brought about, before returning to the
question of the future, and concluding with a discussion of the
possible place and role of Europe in this confrontation between
the ‘new Rome’ and the ‘new Barbarians’.
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American history 
and contradictions

Traditions and trends

The face that the United States presents to Europeans has always
displayed images of both its future and its past. Tocqueville saw in
it above all a foretoken of the future of democratic societies, stress-
ing at the same time, however, that, with its growing power and
emergence from isolation, the role of the executive power and the
bureaucracy would grow along European lines. Hegel, echoing the
expression of Napoleon, ‘This old Europe bores me’, considered in
his Esthetics that the epic, which had been replaced by the bourgeois
novel in Europe, was no longer a possible literary form except in
America, where individual prowess could still be praised. Yet he too
thought that economic progress and social differentiation would
bring with them both the rational state and the prosaic monotony
and primacy of individual privacy that are typical of the modern
world. Neither writer would have been surprised to note, in our era,
the coexistence of traces of and nostalgia for the old pioneering
days, the gospel of competition and the conviction that one is the
exception that must serve as a model for the rest of humankind, lay-
ing down rules for it yet without submitting to them oneself.

However, viewed from Europe, but also to a large extent accord-
ing to a traditional American interpretation, one can trace the
development of US foreign policy in the opposition of idealism
and realism, and that of isolationism and internationalism (or
imperialism). The United States seemingly passed from idealism
to realism under the influence of theorists who had come from
Europe (like Hans Morgenthau and Henry Kissinger), and from
isolationism to imperialism (with Theodore Roosevelt) and inter-
nationalism (with Woodrow Wilson and Franklin D. Roosevelt) in
response to the rising power of America itself and its potential
rivals. The very duality of the terms imperialism and internation-
alism indicates that these oppositions are nothing less than clear
and obvious. It has long since been shown that American isola-
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tionism and internationalism each had both idealist and selfish
forms and, equally, that pursuit of the national interest, like that
of virtue, could lead the country either to involvement abroad or
withdrawal.12

Above all, recent studies have shown quite clearly that the puri-
tan conviction that what is good for America is good for the world
has never been absent, that true isolationism has never existed, or
at least has never been synonymous with passivity when American
interests have been involved (between 1801 and 1904 the United
States despatched its navy and marines 101 times to Asia, Africa,
the Mediterranean and Latin America to prevent or punish attacks
on its citizens or property), and that the appropriate terms have
rather been exceptionalism and unilateralism. In order to understand
their content, development and relevance to the question of mili-
tary intervention, one has to distinguish between ends and means,
diplomacy and strategy, the evolution of American society and
that of the international system.

In an analysis of ‘the American encounter with the world since
1776’,13 the historian Walter McDougall contrasts two views of
American exceptionalism, based on eight successive traditions
bearing the stamp of unilateralism to greater or lesser degrees.
What he terms the ‘Old Testament’ view is inspired by the idea of
America as the promised land: what America is and becomes is to
be defended at all costs, as a regime founded on liberty, particu-
larly as opposed to the squabbles and ambitions of the Old Conti-
nent. He includes in this view exceptionalism and unilateralism
but also the doctrine of the American system and continental
expansionism in the name of the country’s ‘manifest destiny’.
What he calls the ‘New Testament’, which takes over after 1898, is
based on the idea of the ‘crusader state’. This concerns rather what
America does and the way in which it wishes to change the world:
this is the progressivist imperialism of Theodore Roosevelt, Wilso-
nianism or liberal internationalism, containment and what he
calls ‘global meliorism’ or the desire to do good and cure all of
humankind’s ills.14

McDougall considers that the ‘Old Testament’ is at once more
moral and more realist than the ‘New’, without concealing the
hypocrisy that could lie behind the virtuous egoism of the former
or the realism that the new American power was seemingly able,
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during the twentieth century, to bring to the ambitions of the lat-
ter. He makes a ferocious criticism of the hubris and dogmatism of
Wilsonianism, and a more measured assessment of ‘meliorism’.

What seems to emerge most clearly from the comparison of
successive policies is that there are two which really combine
morality and realism, respect for principles and balance of power:
there is that of the Founding Fathers, which combines exception-
alism and the ‘American system’, and there is containment. The
first was summed up well by Daniel Webster, in whose view the
proximity and size of an adversary had no effect on principles but
had a great bearing on whether those principles were applied pru-
dently or not, and by John Quincy Adams, for whom ‘America is
the well-wisher to the freedom and independence of all. She is the
champion and vindicator only of her own.’ (July 4th Address,
1821). The second, containment, is both, and indissolubly, a
defence of liberty against totalitarianism and a defence of balance
of power against the hegemonic ambitions of any continental
rival. The difference between the two is that the first rules out
‘entangling alliances’ whereas the second accepts for the first time
the involvement of the United States in permanent alliances,
including the integration of its forces and a physical presence of
indeterminate duration in distant lands. One has to note that it is
a question of organisations and alliances that are dominated by
the United States, that the latter has not at any time failed to
reserve for itself an element of unilateralism and freedom of
choice, and that the very partial American enthusiasm for multi-
lateral international organisations seems to have been restricted
to periods immediately following wars (the League of Nations
after the First World War, the UN after the Second and the UN
again in the first few years after the end of the Cold War). It has
been questionable whenever, within those organisations, their
supremacy is or seems likely to be contested, and when the urgency
of the threat or external challenge seems to be fading or, on the
contrary, increasing, while calling them directly into question, as
after 11 September.15

At such times, the United States is prompted to exercise the
privilege it has, like the British but unlike the European continen-
tal powers, of being insular, and choosing between involvement or
withdrawal, attempting above all to rely on the involvement of the
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others while balancing them against each other and engaging its
own power, especially its naval forces in one case and air in the
other, as much or as little as it wishes. In the words of Francis
Bacon, ‘he that commands the sea, is at great liberty, and may take
as much, and as little, of the war as he will.’16

This freedom of action that is the preserve of those who are not,
unlike the continentals, subject to the requirement to defend their
demesne, encourages the idea of replacing war with trade: if Amer-
ican isolationism has reproduced Britain’s former ‘splendid isola-
tion’, both approaches combine the option of political and mili-
tary withdrawal and the maintenance and encouragement of
economic ties, together with a propensity for humanitarian and
universalist ideas. On the diplomatic-military level proper, flexi-
bility makes possible greater savings in manpower and money:
thus Britain would manoeuvre between the continental powers
and, in the days of empire, sent into battle élite troops drawn from
indigenous minorities.

There are, however, significant differences between these two
traditions from both a moral and political point of view, and at the
strategic level. American individualism, mistrust of the state, the
tradition of militias during the War of Independence and the fron-
tier spirit explain on the one hand the importance of the use of
force by individuals and resistance to gun control and, on the
other, the value attached to the life of every American serviceman:
the model is still that of individual citizens coming together vol-
untarily and temporarily to hunt or eliminate criminals. More-
over, if the preferred British tradition is one of indirect strategy
based on ruse and manoeuvre, the American custom is rather that
of the massive frontal clash during the Second World War the two
strategies were continuously at loggerheads.

And it was precisely during the twentieth century that changes
in the nature of wars (Korea and Vietnam possibly even more than
the two world wars), the possibilities offered by technological
progress in the fields of destructive power and transport, and the
new predominance of the United States, affected the country’s
views on the use of force. 

Perhaps the original model is that of the American Civil War,
where the issues (slavery and the survival of the Union) were quasi-
absolute and the strategy employed one of annihilation, where
technological advances contributed to warfare’s deadly character
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(the number of American military casualties was proportionally
higher than in any war of the twentieth century) and where the
limitations that had become accepted in Europe during the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries (such as the distinction between
combatants and non-combatants) were ignored (as were the rules
of chivalry and the Christian tradition’s criteria of proportionality
and discrimination) in the name of the principle, made famous by
General William Sherman, that ‘war is hell’. In both world wars
one again found what has been termed ‘the American way of
war’,17 a radical concept that has the character of a crusade and
includes the forming of a massive military force and a conduct of
operations which, having ‘a single goal: victory’, set aside any polit-
ical considerations of the consequences of the war. However, as
from 1945 the appearance of nuclear weapons and the prospect of
a conflict with the one-time Soviet ally posed a major challenge to
this tradition. The policy of containment and the strategy of deter-
rence implied an essential but negative role for force that was sat-
isfied by the absence of defeat pending economic and social devel-
opments that would bring about the consolidation of the West
and the decomposition of the Soviet camp.

In the margins of the main confrontation, resort to threats (as
in the case of the Republic of Azerbaijan in 1946) or subversion
(such as the overthrow of Mossadegh in Iran in 1953) contributed
in a more active way to maintenance of the status quo.

Yet it was the Korean War that introduced a number of changes
(and American frustration), through the idea of the limited use of
force not to obtain total victory but simply to preserve a local sta-
tus quo. Going against an American military philosophy initially
expressed by General Omar Bradley (‘It is the wrong war at the
wrong place, at the wrong time, and with the wrong enemy’) and
then by General MacArthur’s proposal to take the war to China,
even using the atomic bomb (‘There is no substitute for victory’),
the new circumstances and the authority of President Truman
imposed a long, frustrating land campaign that was costly in
terms of both casualties and the American economy.

From that time there has been a constantly recurring tension
between political and military power, and between the strategy of
all or nothing and that of gradualism and limited war. The result-
ing frustration led to John Foster Dulles’s idea of ‘rolling back’
communism as opposed to containment, and to the strategy of
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massive retaliation and the priority given to air-delivered
weapons.

Yet US inaction at the time of Dien Bien Phu and the Hungar-
ian revolution demonstrated that policy’s lack of credibility, espe-
cially in the new state of nuclear parity with the USSR. The many
doctrines of limited war and graduated or flexible response date
from that time. Advanced in particular by a new school of civilian
strategists, mostly with a background in economics, those doc-
trines sought to combine the military and the political dimen-
sions in the interests of forceful or ‘coercive’ diplomacy in which
military force would serve not so much to destroy the enemy or
occupy his territory as to influence his calculations. Technological
progress would thus make possible a shrewd strategy of micro-
management, resurrecting the principles of proportionality and
discrimination. This strategy could be applied directly, and in real
time, by the government.

That revolution seemed to have worked remarkably well dur-
ing the Cuban Missile Crisis: even if this was less of an American
triumph than was thought at the time, the outcome was certainly
more favourable for the United States than the military interven-
tion advocated by the generals would have been. On the other
hand, Vietnam was the Waterloo of coercive diplomacy and politi-
cal micro-management.18 President Lyndon B. Johnson wanted to
decide himself the targets that would be bombed and carry out a
gradual escalation without exceeding what was acceptable to the
American public. But the destruction wreaked, while being too
slow and progressive to make the Viet Cong submit, ended by
being unacceptable from a humanitarian and moral perspective
to the American people, who witnessed directly on television the
horrors of a war in which many of their sons were fighting.

The inglorious end to that war generated a mutual suspicion
among the three elements of the Clausewitzian trinity – govern-
ment, army and people – that lasted until at least 11 September
and has still not completely disappeared. The military criticised
the gradualism that was imposed by the politicians, reckoning
that if they had ‘given it all we’ve got’ from the beginning they
would have been able to win the war. Additionally, they considered
that they had been betrayed by American society at a time when,
militarily, they were near to victory, largely because of the press
and television. Whence a reaffirmation of the traditional doctrine
of having available overwhelming force before becoming involved,
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and using it at an early stage, abhorrence of intrusion by civilians
in the conduct of operations, attempts to control public informa-
tion and, last and most importantly, an effort to avoid taking the
blame for any defeat by demanding the involvement of units (such
as the National Guard) outside the armed forces proper in all mil-
itary interventions and by making the greatest effort to avoid
casualties among American servicemen. The primary mission of
the armed forces now seemed to be to protect themselves.

The politicians for their part, just as much as the military,
endeavoured to avoid taking the responsibility for failure. Even
more than the latter, they insisted on the requirement to avoid
American losses, fearing a public outcry: witness Reagan’s sudden
retreat from Lebanon and that of Clinton from Somalia when the
first American casualties were sustained, as well as from Haiti in
reaction to the hostile crowd on the quayside that awaited the
arrival of American soldiers. The irony is that the public opinion
so feared by military and politicians seems to be much more com-
plex in both its composition and its judgements than its leaders
tend to imagine. A lot depends on the latter’s authority and pow-
ers of persuasion. But above all, since the end of the Cold War a
new factor has appeared. The perceived communist threat pro-
duced a forced convergence both of external situations and of
American views. The disappearance of the Soviet Union has left
the United States facing, on the one hand, a multiplicity of con-
flicts or anarchic situations requiring intervention by an outside
saviour or policeman and, on the other, potential threats to its
hegemony. This explains the reappearance within the Bush
administration of a debate on the priorities of American action
abroad and the methods to be used that lasted throughout the
Clinton administration. The new executive is rediscovering in a
new guise the question of the relationship between old and new
threats, between national interests in the narrow sense (what
Arnold Wolfers has called ‘possession goals’) and national inter-
ests in the broad sense (‘milieu goals’),19 and between unilateral-
ism and multilateralism, with a tendency to favour the first of each
of these alternatives, harking back to an old tradition, whereas
possibly the present international constellation would tend to
favour the second.
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Dilemmas and priorities

And that is precisely what the debate is about. In a way, the Bush
administration arrived at the right time, at the junction of what
one might call the ‘post-Vietnam’ and the ‘post-Cold War’ periods,
revived by what could be termed the ‘post-Somalia’ and the ‘pre-
China’ situations. Vietnam created a lasting fear of becoming
bogged down in a quagmire of needless casualties and the fear,
among politicians and the military alike, of taking responsibility
for risky ventures. At the same time, the end of the Cold War has
made such interventions less risky (as the risks of escalation and
generalisation of the conflict have been reduced except in situa-
tions directly linked with Russia and China, such as those in
Chechnya and Tibet). Interventions also were more tempting, since
bipolarity has been replaced by the dangers of anarchy and the
hope of a new world order, and by an increase in the number of civil
wars and demands to help victims on humanitarian or ethical
grounds.

Thus, the efforts made to reconcile prudence and activism by
resorting to low-cost, low-risk operations that have consequently
had reduced chances of success.

Thus, lastly, growing demands, on the one hand, to give prior-
ity to American national interests rather than tasks of world-wide
interest and, on the other, for the military to go back to their tra-
ditional tasks of deterrence, defence and, possibly, fighting rival
powers, rather than become policemen and providers of humani-
tarian assistance.

Quite naturally, the Bush team has, since the 2000 electoral
campaign, appointed itself standard-bearer of this tendency to
favour the national rather than the global at the political level, and
traditional rather than innovative missions for the military. Yet, in
so doing, it has merely accentuated a change in direction already
apparent in the Clinton administration after Somalia. That
change was hailed by Democrat civilian analysts almost as much
as by Republicans, and by the sociological supporters in the
Republican Party such as the military and the arms industry – in
search of future enemies or challenges such as China, which would
make it possible to justify a technological arms race rather than
thankless and ambiguous adventures.That is why, in order to
analyse American policy on the use of force, particularly in
Europe, in the following sections of this paper the three elements
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of the Clausewitzian trinity will be examined in reverse order,
beginning with the people. Their wishes, and their apparent or
expected reactions, have provided both the impetus and the alibi
for the policies of governments that have hesitated, as in the case
of Clinton, to impose on the military actions and methods against
their will. The Bush regime has taken advantage of their drift to
the right and tried to meet their expectations, then finding itself
on the same wavelength following the events of 11 September.
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Public opinion, media,
military, politicians

Complex public attitudes   

Congress

Everything, as suggested in the last chapter, begins with the people,
but who speaks for them and interprets their wishes? One thinks
first of course of their elected representatives. Indeed Congress has
played an important role, especially since the Republicans’ victo-
ries in the Congressional elections of 1992 and 1994, in limiting the
executive’s freedom of action or even acting in its stead.20 Congress
has been the originator of numerous economic sanctions against
around 50 countries, or has passed laws violating the sovereignty of
other countries, often allies, to make their companies conform to
embargoes decided by the United States (the Helms-Burton Act,
D’Amato, etc.). It certainly contributed to the Clinton administra-
tion’s change of course, after Somalia, from ‘aggressive multilater-
alism’ to a concept of intervention that put the emphasis on the
American national interest and freedom of action. And it has con-
stantly eaten into the funds allocated to the interventions in
Bosnia and Kosovo, even threatening to withhold them altogether,
and reacted to the debacle in Somalia by demanding the with-
drawal of American forces and opposing their employment under
foreign command in future. Yet in the final analysis, and despite
the War Powers Act passed after Vietnam, Congress has never
blocked military action decided by the executive, even though it
approved the Gulf war by only a very narrow margin.

It is on the question of the national interest as the criterion and
unilateralism as the method of pursuing it – together with a refusal
to risk American lives, especially in causes that are not of direct
concern to America – that the Republican majority, in particular
those new members who are ideologically more rigid and more
ignorant of the realities of the international system than their
predecessors, built its public image, refusing either to ratify the

20. See Ivo Daalder, ‘The United
States and Military Intervention in
Internal Conflicts’, in Michael E.
Brown (ed.), The International Di-
mensions of Internal Conflict (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: The MIT Press,
1996), pp. 476-80: ‘An Assertive
Congress’.
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Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, sign the Kyoto Protocol on the
environment or recognise the International Criminal Court. It is
distrustful of the United Nations (as it is of other multilateral
organisations not dominated by the United States) and has
refused to pay the amount that is owed to the UN and is essential
to its functioning.

Just prior to 11 September it might have been asked whether
this aggressive unilateralism really was what the American elec-
torate wanted, but also whether the loss of the Republicans’
majority in the Congress would change prevailing attitudes.
Would a Democrat majority have as much effect on the Republi-
can president as the former Republican Congress had had on the
Democrat president? On the first point, it will be seen later that
public opinion polls suggest not. On the second, it is difficult to
make general predictions. However, for the moment at least, the
terrorist attacks have virtually silenced Democrat criticism. 

The media

Another factor widely quoted as expressing and forming public
opinion as well as determining and limiting American government
policy is the media.

What is beyond any doubt is the diminishing amount of space
devoted to international affairs in the written press and above all
on television. Is this merely a reflection of what the public wants,
or are the media on the contrary helping to dictate the public’s
taste? As ever, both are in part true. The result is that the country
with the leading role in the world is also the one in which, as far as
the media are concerned, there is the greatest emphasis on local
news, a tendency found in all developed countries since the end of
the Cold War. According to a poll quoted by Pierre Melandri and
Justin Vaïsse, evening television news programmes devoted 45 per
cent of their time to foreign affairs in the 1970s but only 13.5 per
cent in 1995.21

The gap has widened between the general public and the more
or less specialist élites who read the three or four national newspa-
pers in which foreign policy still (but again, decreasingly) has an
important place. But, as will be seen, even if the public pays little
attention to such matters, that does not mean that it is isolation-
ist.22 Governments complain just as much about the public’s
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emotional reactions as they do about its ignorance, again pointing
their finger at the media. On top of the normal lack of information
there is, in the words of Melandri and Vaïsse, a surfeit of informa-
tion during periods of crisis: this is the famous ‘CNN effect’, which
plays an important part in discussions on humanitarian interven-
tions. Its opponents stress that intervention happens when the tel-
evision cameras are on the spot to capture images of crimes or
famine, as in Somalia, not when they are absent, as was the case in
Sudan. Governments justify their half-measures with the follow-
ing reasoning: ‘We would have preferred not to become involved,
but the CNN effect, the sight of horrors on television, was produc-
ing an irresistible call from the public to do something. However,
to be effective, we would have to risk the lives of our servicemen,
and the very same CNN effect could act against us. Seeing their
sons killed or humiliated, the very same public that today asks us
to “do something” would reproach us for having listened to them
and would call for an immediate withdrawal.’

Again, there is a certain amount of truth in this argument.
Television undoubtedly encourages the tendency in democracies
to express feelings of moral outrage or solidarity in reaction to dis-
tressing events without being prepared to pay for their cure. And
governments are good at exploiting the emotions aroused by tele-
vised horrors: the turning points in the West’s action in Bosnia
and Kosovo were preceded by images of spectacular crimes com-
mitted by Serbs that seem to have prompted the decision to
launch previously planned operations. Milosevic’s big mistake in
Kosovo was to expel millions of Albanians whose plight, broadcast
on television, was a decisive factor in gaining the support of West-
ern public opinion for NATO intervention.

Yet every detailed study has shown that the ‘CNN effect’ is
largely overestimated. As Warren P. Strobel has suggested,23 there
has been no case of the thrust of American policy being changed by
it: there have been interventions that were not preceded by televi-
sion images and large-scale crimes against humanity (like the
genocide in Rwanda) whose widely broadcast horrors did not pre-
vent the Clinton administration from refusing to intervene and
blocking moves by the United Nations. In the most frequently
quoted cases – Somalia and Kosovo – television cover followed the
intervention rather than precipitating it. Above all, the deceptive
appeal of the CNN effect is seen in the fact that the American gov-
ernment (and it is not alone in this) has, sincerely or otherwise,
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sheltered behind popular reactions (rejection of withdrawal,
refusal to accept American casualties) that have only partly been
borne out by the opinion polls.

Public opinion polls

Indeed, if one looks at surveys (especially the frequent, detailed
polls organised by the Chicago Council on Foreign Relations and
certain other interdisciplinary teams) that have more accurate and
direct contact with the mythical ‘will of the people’ than the Con-
gress or the media, one is bound to suspect a veritable hijacking of
opinion by the governing élites, or at least to question the way they
present it and claim to reflect it.

Firstly, one survey that caused a sensation showed that, as a
rule, the average American was not isolationist and certainly not
unilateralist, that he was largely in favour of the UN and develop-
ment aid and that he wanted to see the Americans acting in multi-
lateral frameworks, including with troops. US participation could
amount to 20 per cent in the case of an intervention force – in other
words very much higher than at present in the Balkans – even if
those polled thought that it was in reality as high as 40 per cent.24

Why is the contrary view of public opinion so frequently
accepted? The authors of the above survey put it down to the
arrival, after 1994, of aggressively unilateralist and ‘sovereignist’
young Congressmen who set the tone, and they even talk of ‘trea-
son’. But they recognise that this ‘treason’ is only possible because
the moderate views of the majority are not given the same priority
nor held with the same intensity by their proponents as is the case
for those of the ideologists. The passivity or lack of interest dis-
played by the majority left the field open to the activism of the lat-
ter. Again, it must be said that since the fall of communism it has
been the ideological nationalists, whether isolationist or imperial-
ist, who have set the tone.

Another argument that can be used to qualify the significance
of the results of Steven Kull and I. M. Destler is that answers given
to a poll on a general, hypothetical crisis give little indication of
what the reaction of the public would be in a real situation where
it was invited to support putting into practice principles that it
had previously agreed. This criticism has some validity and
explains, without necessarily justifying, the mistrust of govern-
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ments that are convinced of the volatility of public opinion and
the fragility of its support for international ventures.

However, that criticism is itself largely invalidated by the fact
that, confronted with the situation in Mogadishu, which caused
Bill Clinton to hastily withdraw his forces from Somalia to avoid
further losses, the first reaction of the American public was that
reinforcements should be sent (37 per cent), that reprisals should
be made (26 per cent) and that the current strategy should be
maintained (10 per cent). In the case of Bosnia, support for Amer-
ican intervention, which of course fluctuated and was never
wholehearted (unlike support for the Gulf war, even on the
assumption that there could be as many as 5,000 casualties) was 67
per cent on average. For Kosovo, a clear majority were in favour of
air intervention and a smaller majority (which never fell below 50
per cent) were for the land operation to which the American gov-
ernment and the Pentagon were so opposed.25What is more, a
study carried out in 1999 comparing the views of the public, civil-
ian leaders and military hierarchy showed that in six scenarios
concerning ending ethnic cleansing in Kosovo, the first group
would have accepted higher losses than the second.26 It is obvious
that the received wisdom on the unacceptability of American casu-
alties needs to be examined much more closely regarding varia-
tions from one social category to another and as a function of the
objective and nature of the conflict. 

These two criteria are obviously not coincident, but there is a
remarkable overlap and correlation.

Three, partly contradictory, features characterise the attitudes
of the American public: individualism, moralism and exceptional-
ism. Individualism brings with it a lack of respect for raison d’état,
above all that of other states, and the idea (which is on the decrease
following 11 September) of the superiority of the individual and
his rights over the state and its demands. Moralism entails a ten-
dency to Manicheanism and portraying adversaries as criminals,
but also a preparedness to act in the cause of world peace and
democracy. Exceptionalism carries with it a tendency to consider
that the United States is empowered, because of the purity of its
intentions and the excellence of its regime, to judge between good
and evil, to award others good or bad points, to punish the wicked
and troublemakers, not to recognise any superior legal authority
above that which comes from the American people themselves,
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and to consider any external inclination to cast doubt on Ameri-
can intentions or to apply to it the criteria that it applies to others
as an insult.

Yet these characteristics which, taken together, tend to paint a
classic picture of what Stanley Hoffmann calls the ‘Wilsonian’
syndrome, or of swings between idealism aimed at saving the
world and isolationism aimed at escaping from it, are tempered by
political divisions among the public and prudence and common
sense that regularly curb extremist tendencies.

The divide between Democrats and Republicans, which re-
emerged after the end of the Cold War, is reflected in the views
expressed in opinion polls. Democrat voters are more sensitive to
grand humanitarian causes, and Republicans to American inter-
ests in the narrow sense, or at least to a ‘realist’ vision based on con-
siderations of power. This explains their traditional criticism that
the Democrats rashly involve America in wars that are not
imposed by the national interest yet are reluctant to pay the cost of
the military effort needed to win them.

Two other divisions, along more or less the same lines, have
recently been highlighted. A ‘Jacksonian’ tradition27 (alongside
those normally listed – isolationist Jeffersonianism, idealist
Wilsonianism and realist Hamiltonianism) and a Southern tradi-
tion opposed to that of New England,28 have been identified. The
two cleavages, which have much in common, are to a large extent
identified with a considerable portion of the American popula-
tion who are at once populist, individualist and hawkish, in favour
of guns, self-defence, hunting and external military intervention if
it is in defence of tangible American interests. They are thus
opposed to both isolationism and the idealist or Wilsonian type of
pacifism.

It is quite clear that ‘Jacksonian’ attitudes have recently tended
to dominate, even when Democrat administrations, under Carter
and Clinton, or even in some respects Republican, as under Rea-
gan, and to some extent George W. Bush,29 have adopted a Wilson-
ian style. It is true that among intellectuals a certain number of
personalities who have traditionally been pacifist, or at least hos-
tile to the use of force, as in Vietnam and Latin America, have
become interventionist in opposition to mass crimes, particularly
in former Yugoslavia. But these have little resonance among the
general public. Without embracing the ‘sovereignist’, isolationist
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or imperialist excesses of the Republican right, even before 11
September the American public were more in favour of military
intervention or more inclined to accept casualties when it was a
question of opposing aggression against the United States and its
allies than when it was in order to spread democracy or modernise
societies. Their support, moreover, depends largely on the chances
that the operation will be a success and the clarity with which its
aims are spelt out by the Administration. The public are ‘moder-
ately prudent’, concerned above all about domestic affairs, but
capable of being mobilised, within certain limits, when called
upon by the military and political élites which claim somewhat
improperly to represent it. It is those élites which must now be
examined to understand the paradoxes in American attitudes to
the use of force, beginning with those whose business it is yet who
are the most resistant to it, namely the military.

The dissatisfied military

The US military’s position on the use of force is characterised by an
impressive number of contradictions and paradoxes. The most
obvious of these have already been referred to: the reluctance of the
professionals to employ force and, when it has to be used, their even
greater reluctance to risk casualties or accept limitations. These
two factors combine to give a preference for air strikes and an
unwillingness to engage in ground operations or law and order and
peacekeeping tasks. The difficulty lies in reconciling the American
military tradition, the possibilities offered by technology and the
new risks posed by civil wars, failing states and terrorism. Yet
behind these attitudes and reactions to confronting the outside
world can be seen another, possibly more fundamental issue: rela-
tions between the military and American society in general, and the
political and intellectual élites in particular.

The American military tradition is one of all-out engagement
or nothing. The question whether a war is just arises regarding its
objectives, the jus ad bellum, not in respect of the way in which it is
to be fought, the jus in bello. Decisive and preferably overwhelming
force is to be applied as early as possible in order to destroy the
enemy without being too discriminating. The tradition, more
than being one of waging war as an instrument of policy, and espe-
cially as one stage in a sequence that includes peacekeeping and
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administering conquered territories, is one of either crusade, elim-
ination of the Indians or civil war, and thus three forms of con-
frontation in which the adversary’s legitimacy and right to be
treated according to the same rules are not recognised. Of course,
a high value is set on individual lives, but with a clear distinction,
in what Walter R. Mead calls the ‘Jacksonian’ tradition, between
those of Americans and others. That tradition has observed a con-
tinuity between the domestic and the external, between peacetime
and time of war, but only in so far as the army has been seen as a
continuation of the citizens’ self-defence militias.

Now, however, both the political challenges and the opportu-
nities afforded by technology since the end of the Cold War have
called into question those traditions. Waging, in David Halber-
stam’s words, ‘war in time of peace’ implies a controlled process of
escalation that is, even more so than in the sense intended by
Clemenceau, ‘much too serious a thing to be left to the military’.
The Clausewitzian principle that is becoming dominant is not one
of war of annihilation but of the use of military means to attain
political ends, or even one whereby ‘All military art then changes
itself into mere prudence, the principal object of which will be to
prevent the trembling balance from suddenly turning to our dis-
advantage, and the half War from changing into a complete one.’30

‘Events proceed’, as General Wesley Clark has wisely written apro-
pos of Kosovo, ‘from diplomacy backed by discussions of threat,
to diplomacy backed by threat, to diplomacy backed by force, and
finally to force backed by diplomacy.’31 Three constraints arise.
The first is domestic public opinion, which is imposed both by the
democratic system and by the communications revolution, which
allows people to see, direct or in near real time, the horrors of war.
Second is the attitude of the population of the adversary or of
third parties, which must be influenced favourably or at least not
antagonised. And lastly there is the position taken by allies who, in
a war waged by a coalition, particularly NATO, have a right to a say
in the methods employed (decision on ground intervention, selec-
tion of targets, as in Kosovo, etc.).

It is on these last points that what General Clark calls the spe-
cific conditions of modern war come into conflict with both pure
military logic and the American military tradition.

This dual conflict has been aggravated and made particularly
harsh by the Vietnam experience. For Clark, as for Colin Powell,
that experience led to a criticism of ‘gradualism’,32 of the slow,
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gradual escalation imposed by politicians and civilian strategists,
and of the President’s pretension in micromanaging the war.

This explains, at the strategic level, the determination of the
military not to allow interventions to be imposed on them whose
objectives, means and exit strategy are not clear, only to intervene
where they have overwhelming superiority and the assurance of a
short war, to demand maximum autonomy in the conduct of
operations, and, at the same time, to involve politicians and soci-
ety as much as possible so as to avoid taking the blame for any
American casualties or defeats.

The other revolution, that of the precision of weaponry, etc.
made possible by advances in technology, facilitates discrimina-
tion, proportionality and political control, the last of which is not
particularly appreciated by the American military. It also, how-
ever, gives greater importance to the role of the air force by offering
the possibility of acting with greater impunity and achieving a
quick victory. Such use of air power could in particular reduce the
risk of ground combat, of becoming bogged down in a Vietnam-
type quagmire and of ‘mission creep’ leading to the military taking
on unrewarding, dangerous ‘civilian’ tasks.

Even prior to the war in Kosovo, military or ex-military authors
like presidential candidate Bush’s adviser John Hillen, justified
the abandoning of Afghanistan following the defeat of the Rus-
sians in 1989, and reluctance to become involved in minor inter-
ventions or in peacekeeping, with the catch-phrase ‘superpowers
don’t do [i.e., clean] windows’.33 During the Kosovo war and the
anti-Taliban operation in Afghanistan, US Air Force officers like
General Michael Short complained bitterly at the obligation to
avoid civilian casualties, something they considered counter-pro-
ductive from the point of view of military effectiveness and the
protection of American military personnel. During the Kosovo
operation General Clark found himself caught in the crossfire,
defending the intervention in the Balkans before a military hierar-
chy who were anxious to plan on the assumption of no more than
two major operations (in the Middle East and Asia) at any one
time, engaging in a more robust air campaign in the face of objec-
tions from America’s allies, in particular the French, preparing for
a land intervention (or at least not excluding it) in the face of those
officers who, like General Short, recommended an all-air cam-
paign, and resisting the politico-military advocates of non-
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engagement like Defense Secretary William Cohen and the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, and the politicians who wanted to run the least
electoral risks, such as President Clinton and his advisers.

The second set of paradoxes concerns relations between the
military and civil society. There was obviously the greatest incom-
patibility possible between President Clinton (an opponent of the
Vietnam war, preoccupied in the first place with the economy and
domestic policy, and the incarnation of permissive, individualist
America) and the military. Yet this allowed the latter greater
autonomy and enabled them to have a greater say in political mat-
ters (for instance, General Powell, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff at the time, had no hesitation in opposing planned interven-
tions), since Clinton lacked the authority to call them to order.

A similar paradox (or dialectic) appears in the military’s overall
relations with American society. Firstly, the military are much
more highly regarded and popular in the United States than in
other countries in the West: witness the number of generals who
have become presidents and the political role played by Marshall
or Powell. Secondly, they consider themselves (at least prior to 11
September) the poor relations from the point of view of defence
expenditure (the level of salaries or the size of the defence budget)
and values: respect for authority, patriotism, courage and self-sac-
rifice seem to them to be qualities that are disappearing in an
America that is hedonistic, permissive, relativistic, individualist
and self-satisfied. In the years before 11 September, they were
increasingly sliding further to the right of the political spectrum
than their fellow citizens34 and for the most part subscribed to one
of the two cultures described above, that which preaches a return
to traditional values. At the same time, in their disinclination to
embark on adventures or take risks, or even to venture far afield or
put up with discomfort, in the priority they place on force protec-
tion, technological solutions and bureaucratisation, they have
been coming increasingly closer to the growing trends in civil soci-
ety. The question debated in the late 1990s was precisely whether
the gap was widening between the military, who were attached to
the traditional values of their profession that were essential to its
effectiveness, and a society that was distancing itself from those
values and opting for material comforts (as retired Colonel Ralph
Peters has said, ‘in the twenty-first century America is likely to be
“fat, smart, and happy” while its soldiers police the fringes of its
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empire to keep the conflicts that have plagued Africa, the Balkans,
and the Middle East as far from public concern as possible’),35 or
whether, on the contrary, military society was being civilianised.

Here too, 11 September changed everything. During the presi-
dential campaign, George W. Bush had insisted on the need to sat-
isfy the claims of the military, to increase their pay and the overall
defence budget, and above all not to give them missions that were
not appropriate to their calling, which, he said, was to ‘fight and
win wars’. His foreign policy adviser Condoleezza Rice, echoing
the sentiment of John Hillen, who was one of the authors of a
major foreign policy statement by candidate Bush and was to join
the administration, went even further by declaring ‘We don’t need
to have the 82nd Airborne [élite paratroop division] escorting kids
to kindergarten.’ Still, on the one hand, Bush, although the choice
of most of the military, was that of only just under half the nation.
On the other, while he made an effort to satisfy some of the mili-
tary’s material demands and sided with their common values, he
by no means left things to them regarding organisation and strat-
egy. His election marked the return with a vengeance of a species
held in contempt by the military: civilian strategists. At their insti-
gation, the Secretary of Defense tried to impose reforms in the
fields of flexibility and mobility on the Pentagon that met with
stubborn resistance from the hierarchy in all four services. Aided
by bureaucratic inertia, this resistance seemed to have gained the
upper hand when the bolt from the blue on 11 September arrived
to settle everything: there was no longer any need to choose
between traditional and innovative projects, because the increase
in the defence budget made it possible to adopt the latter without
abandoning the former.

But above all, from then on, far from it being a case of military
society becoming civilianised, it was civil society that was becom-
ing militarised. The war on terrorism became the be-all and end-all
of American foreign policy, and it was conceived in a wholly mili-
tary way. American flags burgeoned on every house and were worn
in buttonholes; America, wounded and threatened in its heart-
land, launched into the pursuit of its enemies without any of the
traditional reservations about the risk of casualties (even if at the
beginning of the war in Afghanistan concern for American lives
led the United States initially to give the dangerous missions to its
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Afghan allies, which probably enabled Osama bin Laden to
escape), or about legal or humanitarian objections. It is on his
qualities as a wartime leader that George W. Bush bases his presi-
dential authority and prestige. The themes of warrior virtues to be
reawakened and the country’s imperial calling are now becoming
dominant. The ‘spirit of conquest’ now reaches out to all states
suspected of helping terrorists or making weapons of mass
destruction, with unilateral pre-emption replacing deterrence.

Once again, however, the military are not completely satisfied,
as they find themselves once more at odds with civilian strategists
or ideologists who, more bellicose than the military, want to do
battle immediately with terrorist states, beginning with Iraq.
Instead the military are calling for prudence and are reluctant to
launch into hazardous undertakings.

One has thus gone back to an old duality, except that tradi-
tionally it was the State Department that was more intervention-
ist and the Pentagon more prudent. Today it is the civilians in the
Pentagon who are keenest on military action and the soldiers, who
are more reluctant, have found an ally in the State Department,
which is headed by a former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.
Lastly, strategic and institutional reform continue, seeming to
give priority on the one hand to technology that leads to a growing
automation of military roles (with an inherent risk of errors), and
on the other to the direct physical involvement of special forces.
The army’s traditional units, its tanks, and stealth bombers are in
danger and the new formula appears to be a combination of air
strikes, information technology and special forces.

Ironically enough, at the same time, the tasks of peacemaking,
peacekeeping and interposition that the American military and
the Bush administration have resisted almost unanimously seem
to be essential in both Afghanistan and the Middle East, assuming
an importance such that they cannot be left to allies or supporting
forces, which places the responsibility squarely back with the
politicians.
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Oscillation at the top

As the sign on President Harry S. Truman’s desk read, ‘the buck
stops here’. It is up to governments and, in the case of America, ulti-
mately the President, to decide on the use of force. ‘The intelligence
of the personified State’, in the words of Clausewitz, it is his task to
define and defend the national interest. But this national interest
has a domestic face, that of society or the people, and an interna-
tional one, that of the nation or the state. These in turn are divided
into, internally, the sum of private interests and the public interest
and, externally, the national interest in the narrow sense – what, as
mentioned earlier, Arnold Wolfers has called ‘possession goals’ –
and ‘milieu goals’, the interests of empire, alliance or the interna-
tional system that the United States claims to lead. The policies of
leaders like Clinton or Bush are formed from judgements on pri-
vate and general interests, domestic and foreign objectives and,
among the latter, direct and narrow or indirect and broad interests.
Their policy on the use of force is an important aspect of these more
general attitudes and priorities that determine the style and con-
tent of their presidency.

One can roughly say that the judgements made by Clinton and
Bush have been both contradictory and complementary. Clin-
ton’s priority was in a sense both domestic and global, while that
of Bush is more national and imperial. Clinton put the emphasis
more on what Joseph Nye has called ‘soft power’,36 influence
through economic persuasion and cultural seduction, Bush on
‘hard power’, influence through military or economic constraint.
From the point of view of values, Clinton represented what in
France would be termed ‘cultural liberalism’, that of the emanci-
pated generation with its morality of autonomy, tolerance and
compassion, while the other represents the reaction of a tradi-
tional America that is attached to family and puritan values, order
and authority, or is rediscovering them through a fundamentalist
type of religious revival and nostalgia for the pioneering days.

The success of the former is often said to be due to a certain
feminisation of the electorate, and that of the latter to a cult of
rediscovered virility. In terms of the historical traditions identified
by historians like Walter R. Mead and Walter A. McDougall, Bush
represents the alliance of a Jacksonian base and a Hamiltonian
military-industrial complex, whereas in Clinton could be found
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both Wilsonian and Jeffersonian tendencies, i.e. a greater attach-
ment to equality and the problems of the poorer elements of soci-
ety domestically, and the spread of democratic ideals abroad.

These comparisons are of course caricatural: faith in capital-
ism and progress in military technology have been common to
both administrations, and Bush and the Republicans have blamed
the Democrats for the growth in the executive’s powers that Jeffer-
son feared. Above all, in both administrations there have been (and
in the case of Bush, continue to be) divisions and spectacular
swings in policy. The fact remains, however, that when after a
period of hesitation they have had to decide on the basic thrust of
foreign policy, especially regarding the use of force, their tempera-
ment, ideology and of course the conditions at the time have led
them in directions that, while not opposite, have certainly been
quite different.

Clinton, whose electoral campaign slogan was ‘It’s the econ-
omy, stupid!’, was initially disinterested in international politics
(except when it came to external economic policy, in which he was
remarkably effective). When, in common with all American presi-
dents, he felt the need, which was especially acute after the end of
the Cold War, and therefore of containment, for a foreign policy
doctrine (which was formulated by his security adviser Anthony
Lake), it consisted in spreading democracy, and therefore prosper-
ity and peace, by encouraging reform in countries of the East and
South and their membership of Western organisations. This
amounted to joining the trend to globalisation, leading it and
pointing it in the direction of multilateralism so far as the Con-
gress allowed it. The interests of the United States as the leading
capitalist, democratic power merged with the spread of liberalism
and tolerance between races and cultures throughout a world on
the American model. This was what Lake called ‘pragmatic neo-
Wilsonianism’,37 which implied the use of economic rather than
military weapons. When, however, the latter were called for, Clin-
ton preferred not to resort to them, or at least to reduce the risks,
given his own pacifist leanings and his lack of assurance and
authority in strategic matters and in dealings with the military.
These had in particular led him not to oppose General Powell, who
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always advocated prudence, when he was Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, but perhaps his preference was due above all to his
fear of the population’s reaction to casualties.

When, however, Clinton on a number of occasions found him-
self involved in military interventions, it was for reasons of domes-
tic policy, as in Haiti, or to avoid having to intervene subsequently
in less favourable conditions to extract allied forces, as in Bosnia,
or again following the counsel of advisers like Secretary of State
Madeleine Albright or Richard Holbrooke when he was responsi-
ble for dealing with the crisis in former Yugoslavia, both of whom
had a more Clausewitzian concept of the use of force as an instru-
ment of policy and had no hesitation in opposing the military, or
Defense Secretary William Cohen, on this. However, he was of a
like mind with the latter in wanting to avoid the risks associated
with ground interventions (hence his disastrous declaration that
there was no question of such an intervention in Kosovo, which
was intended to reassure domestic opinion but at the same time
reassured Slobodan Milosevic). A similar intention lay behind the
clumsy symbolic bombing of a chemical plant in Sudan and the
attack on one of bin Laden’s training camps in Afghanistan with
cruise missiles in response to the terrorist attacks in 1995. Above
all, his attitude explains the decision not to react to the Srebrenica
massacre or the genocide in Rwanda (which it was even forbidden
to call by its name for fear that recognition of genocide would
make inaction unlawful), on which he was subsequently to express
his regret. As for the role of American forces in peacekeeping, this
was subjected to restrictions imposed because of the reluctance of
the military and the Congress but was not opposed in principle.

Even before the 2000 presidential election, it was possible to
discern in George W. Bush attitudes towards several of these issues
that were different from his predecessor’s. He had admittedly
based his campaign even less on foreign policy than had Clinton,
and it was known that he was not particularly well versed in inter-
national affairs. However, the posture he had chosen to adopt,
that of a grass-roots Texan, and the supporters on whom he relied,
did not predispose him to humanitarian interventions and multi-
lateral institutions. He had little compunction about the use of
force within the country, since, as Governor of Texas, he held the
record for capital punishment, was in favour of a hard penal policy
and was opposed to restrictions on the possession of firearms.
However, he gave no sign of any desire for imperial domination
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abroad or any taste for military adventures. While for him the mil-
itary were there to wage and win wars rather than keep the peace, it
was hard to see what wars those might be. The increase in the
defence budget seemed destined, on the one hand, to improve the
quality of life of service personnel and, on the other to pay, for
advances in technology, in particular national missile defence. At
the geostrategic level, American power seemed above all directed
at maintaining supremacy over any possible challenger, in partic-
ular China in the event of a conflict over Taiwan.
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American strategy
post-11 September

War on terrorism

The first year of the Bush presidency, which saw the nomination to
key posts of people ideologically opposed to arms control negotia-
tions and the denouncement of a series of international treaties so
as to preserve America’s freedom of action and immediate inter-
ests, was none the less uncertain and hesitant regarding America’s
priorities for international action. But then came 11 September,
which in two hours gave George Bush a foreign policy that can be
summed up in three words: war on terrorism. That policy has three
advantages: it is as simple and universal as containment of com-
munism; unlike the uncertainties and complexities of the post-
Cold War period, it has the almost unanimous support of the
American people; and it is in line with George Bush’s instincts and
the ideas of some of his most influential advisers.

In a way it could be said that the relative ignorance of the out-
side world shared by George Bush and the majority of Americans
meant that they were immediately (and to a large extent still are
one year later) on the same frequency: the incomprehensible bolt
from the blue of 11 September was bound to herald a radically new
era and an uncompromising enemy to be eradicated – radically.
The vague feeling of vulnerability yet at the same time of unparal-
leled power mentioned earlier suddenly took form in the shape of
an enemy, symbolised by Osama bin Laden but omnipresent, that
had to be and could be eliminated. ‘We have found our mission’,
George Bush declared.

That form of words (like the unfortunate use of the term ‘cru-
sade’) takes on a religious connotation in the broad sense, which is
important for the President himself as a born-again Protestant
and for a growing section of his supporters from the Christian
right of the political spectrum. Equally, the frontier spirit and the
idea of an all-out fight for survival in which adversaries have to be
eliminated without paying too much attention to rules or niceties
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comes naturally to a Texan by adoption, as it does to Southerners
or Jacksonians, whose fortunes were already rising at the end of
the 1990s. Lastly, within the Republican political élite the group of
neo-conservatives and ‘Reagan democrats’ have called upon
America to assume the mantle of a benevolent empire that reaf-
firms its authority and rediscovers the warrior virtues of ancient
Rome. That group are neither particularly religious nor especially
populist but are strongly pro-Israel and distrustful of Arabs and
Europeans, and, in particular, are reacting against the widespread
relativist, tolerant, liberal, humanist, permissive, individualist,
egalitarian and compassionate culture of the Clinton years, and
against modernity in general. Several of the most brilliant of that
group were advisers who had the ear of the Defense Secretary and
the Vice-President, and they understood immediately that 11
September presented a unique opportunity for them to put for-
ward their ideas at the expense of the prudent Secretary of State,
with his concern for international collaboration.

George Bush has constantly wavered between these two lines.
Contrary to the expectations of those who feared a cowboy-style
knee-jerk reaction and those who advocated an immediate attack
on Iraq, he opted to give Powell’s policy a chance, that is to say a
well considered and prepared attack on Afghanistan after a broad
coalition had been formed. Yet the at least apparent and tempo-
rary victory, which was quicker and more spectacular than
expected, vindicated the maximalist camp, producing unprece-
dented elation and hubris. Now, ‘free from guilt and compas-
sion’,38 and no longer obliged to take account of frontiers or allies,
the United States seemed to have found, in the combination of
technological superiority, battle-hardened special forces and local
sympathisers, the winning formula that would allow it to impose
its order on the world.

In the meantime of course, the complexity of Afghanistan and
the Middle East, where for the United States it is impossible either
to disenagage or impose its will, and the regional resistance and
technical difficulties of a military operation to overthrow Saddam
Hussein, are tempering the initial triumphalism and providing a
reminder of how complex things really are. Through internal but
also public debate, and spectacular changes of position, the Bush
administration is learning the hard way the complexity of the
world and the limitations of power. However, despite divergences
and evolution, the consensus in America on policy on terrorism is
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remaining solid and is worth examining precisely because, on the
one hand, it is not being seriously questioned within the United
States and, on the other, is not shared by the rest of the world, in
particular by the Europeans in its priority and intensity.

In some respects, the threat of terrorism has brought the
United States and Europeans closer, by persuading them to agree
on the necessity of tackling it abroad, including with their own
forces, by making the Americans more aware of their vulnerability
and the Europeans more supportive, as their recourse to Article 5
of the North Atlantic Treaty showed, and more aware of the
world’s only global power’s inevitable leadership role. At the same
time, it has also highlighted even more the disparity between the
United States and Europe in military capabilities and determina-
tion to act, but also regarding their conception of the common
enemy and the way to defeat it.

The following is a summary by Harvey Sicherman, director of
the Philadelphia-based Foreign Policy Research Institute, of the
concept now dominating American strategy:

w  The enemy is terrorism. It is his use of terrorism, defined as the
deliberate targeting of civilians, and not his ideology or religion,
that identifies the enemy.

w  Terrorism is international, not simply transnational. Terror-
ists have links with specific states that have aided or employed
them. In Bush’s words, ‘if you harbour or help a terrorist, you are a
terrorist.’

w  The front is everywhere. Not only foreign policy but also
domestic policy is concerned, including the question of immi-
grants, financial controls and civil liberties long taken for granted.

w  All states will be obliged to make a strategic choice. States
antagonistic to the United States or even those on its list of terror-
ist states will be allowed to switch sides if they renounce their for-
mer policies and pay their dues on a sliding scale of contributions
to the war effort as specified by Washington.39

There is undoubtedly an element of truth in each of these four
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points that stems from the situation itself and which any govern-
ment in the shoes of George W. Bush’s, and any country in the sit-
uation facing the United States, would be obliged to adopt. Yet
each one contains ambiguities, difficulties and dangers that are
open to varying interpretations and emphasis compared with the
concept being followed by the United States today. That explains
today’s controversy and misunderstanding, and could lead to fail-
ures and sudden reversals of fortune tomorrow.

The first point, the war against terrorism as such, contains an
unquestionable moral and salutary message: the unconditional
condemnation of deliberate attacks against civilian populations,
or ‘indiscriminate terrorism’. However, difficulties arise when it
comes to turning that moral condemnation into political and mil-
itary strategy. As with communism, but with far less justification,
American rhetoric, if not practice, seems to have in mind a war
conducted against a centralised enemy that has a single objective,
strategy and command structure, or at least against a single ‘axis of
evil’. Yet, firstly, despite the unsuspected ramifications of al-
Qaeda and contacts among terrorists in countries ranging from
Ireland to Colombia or Libya to the Basque country, it is often a
question of similar acts that are equally reprehensible for the
means used but different regarding their origins and aims. Fight-
ing them necessarily means taking this diversity into account,
especially if one wishes to stem the flow of recruits and not add to
them through inappropriate repressive measures.

Secondly, if the distinguishing criterion is the death or suffer-
ing inflicted on the civilian population, it should also be applied
to strategic bombing (as in the Second World War, Russia’s bomb-
ing of Chechnya and the bombing that the US Air Force carried
out in Vietnam and would have liked to do in Serbia), and to
reprisals against towns and villages, and to most embargoes.

Otherwise, the war on terrorism will be open to four possible
interpretations. It may be a Holy Alliance of all states against all
uprisings, in which states apply their own definition of terrorism
to fit their particular national or ideological adversaries. Or it may
be war against global or transnational terrorist movements or
local movements, whether nationalist or religious. Or again, it
may be an international police action against those guilty of war
crimes, crimes against humanity or genocide, whether state or
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non-state entities. Or, finally, it may be war by the United States
and those who stand by it against those terrorists (in the first
instance Islamic ones) that attack it and its allies, leaving the oth-
ers aside or even joining forces with them.

Clearly, today American policy and public opinion tend to
overlook these distinctions and lump the last two possibilities
together, in that the United States and those who are well disposed
towards it are considered to be good, whilst those who wish them
harm are considered evil.

The second point about the new strategy concerns states.
There, too, it is difficult not to acknowledge that there are terror-
ist states that fund and themselves organise terrorist attacks, or
support transnational terrorist organisations, that even when
those are apocalyptic or suicidal they sometimes have the financial
or logistic backing of certain states, and that it would be impossi-
ble to fight terrorism effectively unless one deprived it of the sup-
port or sanctuary of those states. The question is how such states
are to be identified. The American concepts of ‘rogue states’ or of
an ‘axis of evil’ include a list, which is variable, of states considered
to have placed themselves outside international society and in so
doing to have forfeited their right to independence or sovereignty.
Yet how are such states to be identified? To the criterion of assist-
ing terrorism is added that of the manufacture, possession of or
research on weapons of mass destruction. Yet quite a few
respectable states, including the United States, are associated with
weapons of mass destruction in one of these ways. The ‘ideal’ case
is that of a state that possesses weapons of mass destruction and
supports terrorism, thus putting humankind in the ultimate dan-
ger of the use of such weapons by terrorists.

A section of the Bush administration, headed by Deputy Secre-
tary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz, has endeavoured to show that Iraq
is precisely such an ‘ideal’ case, and that not only is it trying to
acquire nuclear weapons and has used chemical weapons against
its own population (which is beyond any doubt), but that it was a
party to the attacks on the World Trade Centre and the mailing of
anthrax letters, indeed the inspiration and organiser. That fac-
tion’s endeavour has for the moment failed, but that has not pre-
vented it from calling for an immediate attack aimed at over-
throwing Saddam Hussein on the grounds that, even if he has not
so far done so, he could, being an enemy of the United States, in
future join forces with terrorist organisations of the al-Qaeda type
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and provide them with weapons of mass destruction.
The essential point is that the United States cannot permit

itself to run that risk: it must pre-empt and put an end to, or
‘change’, all regimes that either support terrorism or seek to
acquire weapons of mass destruction. Once they have become
democracies, they will no longer be enemies of either the United
States, Israel or world peace.

This thus comes back to a sort of ‘Wilsonianism in boots’ in the
sense that Napoleon has been described as ‘. . . the Revolution in
boots’. This doctrine implies above all a revolution that is strategic
as well as political, juridical and moral.

From the strategic point of view, the age of pre-emption could
follow on from the age of deterrence. Surprise attack, which the
doctrine of the nuclear era maintained one should seek to avoid,
could become the rule. That may appear a logical consequence of
the appearance of terrorist organisations that cannot be deterred
by the threat of retaliation, since, on the one hand, they seek sui-
cide and martyrdom and, on the other, have no territory or infra-
structure, possession of which would make them vulnerable. One
could also take the view, particularly if instead of attacking the ter-
rorists one were to strike pre-emptively at those states that are
likely to support or collaborate with them, that this would open
up the possibility of the most unstable situation possible, that of
the ‘security dilemma’, ‘the reciprocal fear of surprise attack’ and
the advantage of striking first.

Juridically, legitimate self-defence would be extended to pre-
ventive war, only the sovereignty of peaceful democratic states
would be respected, and the dilemmas posed by intervention
would be resolved in a radical way that would imply an equally rad-
ical revision of the UN Charter. That, in the absence of a world
authority, would imply the absolute right of certain states, that is
to say basically the United States, to decide on the independence
and domestic regime of other states suspected of being rogue
states. And that, to put it mildly, would pose moral and political
problems.

The third strand of the new strategy is also supported by
unquestionable premises. Firstly, 11 September has confirmed
the increasingly evident blurring of the distinction between the
domestic and the external, army and police, the private and public
domains and the centre and periphery; secondly, in the event of
grave danger, the privileges and rights of individuals and societies
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may be subordinated to the salvation of the community. But
tyrannical regimes are distinguished precisely by the way in which
they take advantage of exceptional circumstances to make the sit-
uation permanent instead of returning to a state of normality and
the rule of law once the emergency has ended. Up to now one can-
not say that the public or individual freedoms of citizens have
been seriously infringed in the name of the fight against terrorism
in the United States or other Western democracies. One must,
however, note the radical difference between the treatment given
to American citizens and that accorded to others. Whether it is a
question of their lives risked in combat or their rights, members of
the American community are infinitely more precious or sacro-
sanct than the rest. One may seek to eliminate others simply
because they are terrorists, or detain and interrogate them indefi-
nitely without legal representation if they are suspects or foreign-
ers in an irregular situation.

The risk of a change from the concept of a war without casual-
ties, in which the aim is to paralyse the adversary, to one of total
war, where one has to destroy in order to avoid being destroyed –
from war without risk to war without rules – is potentially high. 

The two can of course be combined: the tendency to reduce the
risk to the individual by means of technology persists despite the
rediscovery of the advantages offered by the use of special forces;
ultimately, destruction of the enemy could be even more total and
arbitrary if it depended, say, on the automatic reaction of a Preda-
tor type of remotely piloted vehicle. That stage has not yet been
reached. On the contrary, in Afghanistan, concern to spare as far as
possible the civilian population has continued to be more impor-
tant to the US Army (despite certain tendencies of the Air Force
mentioned earlier) than to any other army in history. But the
notion that rules imply reciprocity, so that they need not be
applied when dealing with ‘savages’ who respect no rules and are
therefore to be eliminated, has clearly reappeared.

Lastly, the principle that states must take sides, which is also
justified by the fact that, in the face of ‘hyperterrorism’, political
ambiguity and tolerance in the name of its psychological and
political motivation are precisely intolerable, nevertheless comes
up against formidable moral dangers and political obstacles. The
idea that, in the fight against terrorism, countries are recognised
as either allies or adversaries, as all are obliged to make a radical
choice, could lead to turning a blind eye to the infringement of
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human rights or collective oppression if these are justified in the
name of the fight against terrorism. The example of Russia in
Chechnya is particularly instructive in this regard. But this radical
choice is impracticable, and the United States itself will have to
come to terms with the ambiguous position of its allies: its rela-
tions with moderate Arab states are being affected but have none
the less not been broken off.

The crisis in the Middle East, like developments in Afghanistan
after the demise of the Taliban and the conflict between India and
Pakistan, is necessarily leading the United States to a new aware-
ness of just how complex and ambiguous a business it is to deal
with terrorism.

More generally, there will probably be a growing reaction from
both the interior (within the population but also within the Bush
administration itself) and the exterior (practical realities and the
reactions of other countries). Yet, as was stated at the beginning of
this paper, no one knows whether that will lead to a state of
‘dynamic’ equilibrium, to paralysis or to a new cycle of traditional
swings in American policy.
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Conclusions

The force of empire or the empire of force?

In any event, the tendencies of the Bush presidency that have been
described are not simply passing aberrations. They correspond to
the conjunction of certain deep-seated and quasi-permanent
American traditions (exceptionalism, Manicheanism, unilateral-
ism) and certain defining facts of present-day international life: the
enormous difference in technological and military power between
the United States and all its allies, adversaries or potential rivals,
and the radical nature of the terrorist threat. That conjunction
could not but lead to both an imperial situation and a temptation
to behave imperially that are all the more frustrating for the United
States and the others precisely because they are bound to be
thwarted.

Never was the phrase ‘the impotence of victory’ used by Hegel
of Napoleon and the conquest of Spain truer. Nor was the classical
wisdom, with its warning against hubris and a surfeit of power,
such as that of Edmund Burke, ever more relevant: ‘I must fairly
say, I dread our own power and our own ambition; I dread our
being too much dreaded . . . We may say that we shall not abuse this
astonishing and hitherto unheard of power. But every other
nation will think we shall abuse it. It is impossible but that, sooner
or later, this state of things must produce a combination against
us which may end in our ruin.’40

The central element that makes these warnings pertinent is the
absolute right that the United States currently claims to make
sovereign judgements on what is right and what is wrong, particu-
larly in respect of the use of force, and to exempt itself with an
absolutely clear conscience from all the rules that it proclaims and
applies to others. One illustration of this is that an allegedly crim-
inal head of state like Slobodan Milosevic is being treated as such
and Serbia has been obliged by the United States to hand him over
to the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia
in The Hague or face the cancelling of its financial assistance,
whereas the same United States deems it inconceivable for an
American to be judged by any international court.

40. Edmund Burke, ‘Remarks on
the Policies of the Allies with Re-
spect to France’, in Works of Ed-
mund Burke (Boston, Mass.: Little
Brown and Co, 1901), vol. 4,
p. 157, quoted in Owen Harries,
‘The Anglosphere Illusion’, The
National Interest, Spring 2001,
pp. 135-6.
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It could be said that the post-Cold War period has been domi-
nated, at an international level, by the opposition between inter-
ventionists and ‘sovereignists’. In the case of the United States,
this dilemma is easily resolved: the Americans are absolutely
against any encroachment on their own sovereignty but
absolutely in favour of intervention against others (in principle, if
not necessarily in practice where, despite the pleas of those who
wish to transform them into fierce warriors, they continue to pre-
fer global management to direct engagement). And that by defini-
tion betrays an imperial mentality.

Doubtless a return to the imperial theme is in the nature of
things. The question, as Roberto Toscano of the Italian Ministry
of Foreign Affairs has commented,41 is whether it will be a Hobbe-
sian empire in which the sovereign is above the laws he passes, or a
Lockeian one where he himself is also bound by them.

Another way of putting the same idea is in terms of asymmetry,
a concept that best characterises the current situation for two rea-
sons. Firstly, the present era is one of asymmetric conflict between
great technological powers and terrorists or insurgents whose
strength lies in their power to disrupt and their capacity for sacri-
fice. Secondly, at the level of state powers, there is an asymmetry
within the international system, as well as within the Atlantic
Alliance, between America’s power and that of others. Yet, in both
cases, the key lies in the combination of inequality (or asymmetry)
and reciprocity. In the former, there is a temptation for the Ameri-
cans, and to a certain extent the other developed countries, to
reduce the asymmetry by resorting to the same methods as their
adversaries. While legitimate if it means descending from the
abstract world of technology into the harsh one of guerrilla war-
fare and counter-intelligence, such a reaction would be dangerous
if it did not also preserve the essential difference between liberal
societies and the rest.

Conversely, in the second case, the temptation for the Ameri-
cans is to maintain, even consolidate, the asymmetry that is a con-
stituent of their imperial power, whereas that power can only be
maintained if accompanied by a measure of reciprocity, even if it is
partially illusory or contrived,42 in its obligations and dealings
with others. The Empire can only consolidate if there is some mul-
tilateralism, which in turn presupposes, within an inevitable hege-
mony, a dose of multipolarity.
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But that of course does not depend only on the United States.
It would be expecting a lot to want it to offer reciprocity to allies
that are incapable of assuming it or even claiming it. That is where
the choices that Europe makes, despite the inevitable asymmetry,
can influence America’s.

And Europe?

Europe’s role must be to act as a steadying influence and to coun-
terbalance or moderate swings in American policy, so as to reduce
tension between the United States and the rest of the world. Europe
has never believed in the idea of wars without risk, nor must it allow
itself to become embroiled in warfare without rules. On the con-
trary, combining calculated risk and respect for rules is its vocation.
In the same way, rather than affirming its own total sovereignty
and denying that of others absolutely, Europe must lead the way in
the sharing of sovereignty (among willing associates) and respect
for it (including respect for that of adversaries when they are open
to dissuasion and negotiation). But that presupposes that Europe
should have a common position rather than a division between
modern states and post-modern societies. It requires Europe not to
repudiate the use of force entirely, and that it should be sufficiently
capable of exercising it to cooperate with the United States, possi-
bly even to do so without its help. Otherwise, there is a risk that the
dialogue between ‘the arrogance of power’ (W. Fulbright) and ‘the
arrogance of impotence’ (Hedley Bull) could develop into con-
frontation or even divorce.

Such an outcome would be especially deplorable since, con-
trary to what Robert Kagan maintains,43 it is not made inevitable
either by the power of the United States (which the results show is
relative) or by Europe’s weakness (which is also relative if one con-
siders its potential). The Bulgarian political analyst Ivan Krastev
has said that the Americans feel they are at war while the Euro-
peans are striving to prevent one. In reality, both are at war with al-
Qaeda because that organisation is at war with them, but they
must endeavour to prevent that war from becoming one of the
West against Arabs, Islam or all of the countries of the South. Both
the United States and Europe should be aware of that. However, it
is a fact that the Europeans tend to underestimate the gravity of
the war on terrorism and that the Americans tend to overlook the

48

The United States:  the empire of force or the force of empire?

43. Robert Kagan, ‘Power and
Weakness’, Policy Review, 113, June
& July 2002.



danger of it spreading to become a ‘clash of civilisations’ or a world
war.

If, at present, the United States is tempted to overestimate what
can be achieved by force, Europe is tempted to undervalue it. Cer-
tainly, Europe’s prime responsibility, compared with other peri-
ods or other regions, is to show the way to societies seeking peace
and prosperity, freedom and justice, rather than domination and
glory. Yet while the sword is no longer, as Charles de Gaulle
thought in his youth, the axis of the world,44 neither has the Com-
mon Agricultural Policy turned it into a ploughshare. Europe can-
not escape the tragic reality that, in order to preserve and promote
good, it is necessary to resist evil and sometimes inflict harm.

Unlike the Manicheans or the relativists, Europe has a vocation
to understand and convince others that, as Arthur Koestler put it
at the time of the Cold War, ‘the West is defending a half-truth
against a total lie’. Unlike militarists and pacifists, it can and must
remain faithful to André Malraux’s observation, just after the Sec-
ond World War: ‘It is right that victory should go to those who
fought the war without liking it’.
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Has America’s attitude towards the use of force changed since 11
September 2001? Is the country being drawn away from the temptations
of withdrawal or isolationism towards imperialism, and, moreover, from
a liberal imperialism based on economic dynamism to a robust form
founded on military power? Is the combined feeling of vulnerability, of
being incomprehensibly and unjustly attacked yet at the same time invin-
cible, producing a ‘post-11 September syndrome’ that is taking the place
of the ‘post-Vietnam syndrome’ yet, like it, may possibly be no more than
a phase in an evolution in America that could very well be cyclical?

In an attempt to throw some light on these questions, if not to answer
them, this Chaillot Paper has endeavoured to take a historical and socio-
logical approach. It begins by retracing the course of American foreign
policy and its contradictions, trying to go beyond the classical contrasting
of idealism and realism, and of isolationism and internationalism, to
consider rather the concepts of exceptionalism and unilateralism. It ana-
lyses the contradictions between American military tradition and the
efforts by civilian strategists to take advantage of the possibilities offered
by technology in order to influence the conduct of military operations in
the direction of limitation, flexibility and control. To give an understan-
ding of present-day American attitudes, it analyses in turn the role played
by public opinion as it is perceived through the media and opinion polls,
and that played by the military and the political élites of successive
governments. It transpires that public opinion is in fact less isolationist
and reluctant to accept loss of American lives than has been thought, that
those who are most unwilling to accept casualties are the military, who are
at once more respected and more dissatisfied in America than elsewhere,
and that between them and the politicians there has since Vietnam been a
mutual mistrust that has sometimes led to inaction.

However, the changes that have followed 11 September are what is
most striking. All the divisions mentioned above seem for the moment to
have been overcome. America has found a foreign policy that boils down
to one mission: war on terrorism. Yet that raises as many problems as it
solves when it comes to defining either war or terrorism. Its experience in
Afghanistan and the Middle East should serve as a reminder to the United
States of just how complex and ambiguous international realities are, and
of the limitations of military power. There is certainly a worrying gap bet-
ween an America that is fired with patriotic, martial fervour and a Europe
that is more hesitant and less dynamic yet more aware of the pitfalls and
dangers of military adventurism. None the less, dialogue between them, if
they agree to listen to each other, could be fruitful.
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