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Anatole Lieven
The impact of the Iraq War on US global power and prestige has been enormous; far less pronounced, so far, has been its impact on US attitudes and policies. The bipartisan establishment is united in rejecting both radical changes to most existing policies and any rethinking of the nationalist myths that underlie US foreign policy. As a result, the US political class has become more cautious without becoming wiser.

The most obvious effect of the Iraq War has been on US military prestige. With the US military pinned down, overstretched, and making no visible headway in either Afghanistan or Iraq, regimes like those of North Korea, Iran, and Venezuela do not believe that the United States is in a position to attack them. As a result, they have become much more resistant to US influence. Even Pakistan is more confident in resisting US pressure to take harsher action against Taliban forces on Pakistani territory. Likewise, the Russian government does not believe that the United States is in a position to come to the aid of Ukraine or Georgia in a crisis, even if a US administration were willing to do so. 

It is generally assumed that this condition will persist for some time; that, as with the aftermath of the Vietnam War, for a number of years the terrible experience of Iraq will discourage the United States from launching any further wars of occupation—unless the United States itself is attacked. Recognizing this, some US strategists are also looking more closely at the option of launching “punitive raids” (in the form of bombardments) on potential enemies. The problem with this is that one cannot be sure that a limited action by the United States would not lead to retaliation—including by terrorists—creating a spiral whereby the United States would be dragged into full-scale war. 

Not as immediately visible, but possibly even longer-lasting, is the damage to the prestige of the Western democratic model, at least as promoted by the United States. President Putin’s response to George Bush at the G-8 summit of 2006 in St Petersburg—that Russia could well do without the kind of democracy seen in Iraq—is being used by authoritarian regimes in many parts of the world, and especially in the Middle East. Indeed, the very fact that the US system has twice elected George Bush as president tends to discredit the US democratic model in the eyes of many non-Americans. When it comes to US pretensions to spread respect for human rights, Abu Ghraib, Haditha, Guantanamo Bay, the rendition of prisoners to Syria (denounced by the United States as a tyrannical abuser of human rights), and other incidents have undermined US credibility and done harm to the cause of human rights around the world. 

More of the Same in the Middle East

As regards the Bush administration’s Middle East strategy, rhetoric and reality have moved apart to an almost surreal degree. Rhetorically, the Bush administration continues to stand for the spread of democracy and “freedom” in the region, and to declare that it has broken with the realist approaches of the past. In practice, over the past year it has returned to the old strategy of the 1980s—backing a row of Sunni autocrats from the Gulf to Egypt against the alleged threat from Shia Iran. Remarkably, in the mainstream media and the Democratic Party these failures have led not to a radical rethinking of US strategy in the region, but to empty demands for more consistency in pushing for democracy. Such demands overlook the fact that the entire US and Israeli position in the region is founded on opposition to some of the most basic desires of the region’s peoples. It may well be said, therefore, that what has failed in Iraq has not been merely the strategy of the Bush administration, but a whole American way of looking at the world. This consists of the belief that America is both so powerful and so obviously good that it has the ability to spread democracy throughout the world; that, if necessary, this can be accomplished through war; that this mission can also be made to advance particular US national interests; and that this combination will naturally be supported by good people all over the world, irrespective of their own political traditions, national allegiances, and national interests. These beliefs are very widely and instinctively shared throughout the US establishment and both political parties. 

As a result, their failure in Iraq has so far led not to a new approach to international relations, but to a period of intellectual and political bewilderment. This is now being succeeded by worrying indications of an emerging new bipartisan consensus based essentially on the previous assumptions and myths. Even after the debacle of Iraq, there is at present no real opposition in the United States to the basic direction of US foreign and security policy. The Democrats are bitterly, and rightly, critical of the monstrous incompetence displayed by the Bush administration. But they do not themselves have an alternative strategy or philosophy to offer and too often content themselves with similar messianic platitudes about American greatness and the transformative power of democracy. Senator Hillary Clinton, in a speech at Princeton University in January 2006, essentially took the same line as that of the Bush administration’s National Security Strategy. She called for a tough stand on Iraq, declared that democracy—and not new US diplomacy—is the solution to the Middle East’s conflicts, and used the same naïve and utopian language as the administration:  “History can be like a yoke around a people’s neck. History can blind you to the possibilities that lie ahead if you’re just able to break free and take that step...It can get better, just get over it. Make a decision for hope, make a decision for peace. Create a new reality.” 

All of the leading Democratic candidates have echoed this line and associated it with America’s national mission and world leadership as “a beacon of freedom and justice for the world,” in Barak Obama’s words.1 The Democratic candidates, like all the leading Republicans, have called for a massive expansion of US ground forces. None have ruled out an attack on Iran; and though some have spoken strongly of the need for negotiations with Iran, none have set out in detail what the United States should be prepared to offer at such talks. Since the Bush administration has now grudgingly begun limited talks with Iran, but also without any serious strategy for compromise, this leaves the Democrats with no real alternative to the administration’s approach. 

The Failures of Democratic Leadership

The closeness of the bipartisan establishment on key issues and the difficulty it has in understanding these issues is well summed up in a remark by Democratic hopeful John Edwards at the Council on Foreign Relations on May 23, 2007: “Last year, I had the great pleasure of co-chairing a task force with [former Republican congressman] Jack Kemp on the future of the US-Russian relationship. For me, that experience served as a powerful reminder of what can be achieved when people of divergent views, bound by a common belief in America’s responsibilities as a global leader, can come together to grapple with difficult national security challenges.” What is most striking, and alas typical, about this passage is its self-referential quality. Far from “grappling with difficult national security challenges,” the report that resulted from the task force simply summarized the lowest common denominator of bipartisan attitudes toward Russia. Much worse, it did so in a way that, far from contributing to better US-Russian relations or a wiser US strategy, infuriated both the Russian government and ordinary Russians, and implicitly called for an anti-Russian strategy that the United States today is simply not strong enough to follow. 

The most dangerous result of such attitudes is that they make it much more difficult for most members of the US establishment to contemplate scaling down US commitments in certain parts of the world in order to concentrate power and resources elsewhere. On a global scale at least, there is no serious discussion in the political establishment about the need to do what the British Empire did successfully in the 20 years before 1914—namely to identify the greatest real threat and make compromises with other powers accordingly. The failure to do this is shown by the fact that the United States not only lacks troops to maintain a credible threat in several areas, but it is also being heavily outspent by regional rivals when it comes to development aid. In 2006, Chinese aid to the Philippines was four times that of the United States. The same is true of a number of African countries where China has ambitions. Russia is massively outspending the United States on the territory of the former Soviet Union; and the United States is even being outspent by Venezuelan president Hugo Chavez (with Cuban technical assistance) in parts of Central America. 

In international affairs, there is certainly a desire among leading Democrats for greater pragmatism and restraint than has been shown by the Bush administration, but the Democrats are no more capable than the Republicans of fundamentally rethinking present US approaches to the wider world. This is, after all, a Democratic Party leadership that is just as much part of the modern US security establishment as the Republican leadership—indeed, it created that establishment under Roosevelt and Truman. The Clinton administration’s version of global hegemony was more benign than that of the Republicans, and certainly more committed to American leadership of alliances than unilateral diktats, but it was just as grand in its ambition. 

The similarity between the parties is unfortunately greatest where it matters most, namely the Middle East. The reasons are the same for both parties. As Clinton demonstrated, both parties are committed to US hegemony in the region with the high probability of repeated war that this involves. Both are opposed to any qualification of that hegemony, or to compromises with states that have been defined by the US establishment as “rogues.” Neither party has taken significant steps toward forging a new regional consensus, but both are committed to guaranteeing American access to cheap Middle Eastern oil. 

The Democrats still use the language of multilateralism and talk of the need for alliances considerably more than do the Republicans (though there has been a significant shift in Republican language since the heady ultra-unilateralist days of 2001-2004). However, it is apparent from the speeches of Democratic leaders, from the publications of Democratic institutions like the Progressive Policy Institute (PPI), and from mainly Democratic blueprints for future US strategy like the Princeton Project on National Security, that the alliances they mean are with Europe and a few select democracies around the world that are willing to do America’s bidding. There is no willingness to confront the absolute need in the Middle East for Muslim allies in the “war on terror.” Nor is there any readiness to discuss the changes in US strategy that would be necessary to attract new allies. The comfortable assumption is that if the United States speaks more nicely to other countries than it has done under Bush, other countries will automatically come on board. This assumption spares the Democrats from contemplating changes in existing policies toward particular states—changes which would be extremely unpopular with powerful lobbies within the United States, and which would cost the party votes and, even more importantly, money. 

The Bush administration has been blamed, and quite rightly, for rejecting two Iranian offers of comprehensive talks in 2001 and 2003. But it was the Clinton administration that failed to take advantage of the election of the reformist Mohammed Khatami as Iranian president in 1997 and not reopening direct talks. The Clinton administration also failed to push hard for a peace settlement between Israel and Syria. Today, the speeches of Democratic leaders like Hillary Clinton concerning Iran differ in no significant respect from the Bush administration’s policies. 

Both parties have shown utter unwillingness to take determined action to end the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The Clinton administration spent seven years frittering away the gains of the Oslo process and only became seriously engaged at the end of its second term, when it was too late to do any good. The Bush administration long since abandoned its own “road map” in favor of emphasis on Palestinian “democratization,” which has led only to the triumph of Hamas. The Democrats, however, while criticizing Bush for his lack of engagement, have been very careful to put forward no specific proposals of their own. All the leading Democratic candidates for 2008, like all the leading Republicans, have joined up to make obsequious public statements of absolute and unconditional support for Israel. 

The Obstacle of American Nationalism

Perhaps most importantly, both parties share an “exceptionalist” American nationalism that treats the goodness of American power and the legitimacy of America’s mission in the world as unquestionable articles of faith. It was, after all, Madeleine Albright, Clinton’s secretary of state, who gave us the most famous expression of this nationalism when she called the United States the “indispensable nation,” which “is taller and therefore sees further.”2 Bush has only echoed this language in a clumsier and more saccharine manner. This messianism is the tragic defect of the great democratic values of American civic nationalism and what has been called the “American creed.” This civic nationalism has been the glue that has held the United States together and the moral force that has inspired its greatest achievements. But because it is so powerful and universal, it has also fed into a national tendency toward ideological conformism. 

If it seems surprising that Iraq has done little to shake this nationalist mythology, one only has to remember the limited effects of the Vietnam War. As the character of Captain Willard declares in the film Apocalypse Now, “I wanted a mission, and for my sins they gave me one. It was a real choice mission. And when it was over, I’d never want another.” Messianism was, after all, identified and attacked at that time not only by cultural figures like Francis Ford Coppola and intellectual critics on the left but also by basically conservative figures like George Kennan and Senator William Fulbright. One reason why these lessons were not learned was that they were subsequently eclipsed by the crushing victory of the West over communism (widely seen in the United States as simply a victory for America and American values). But another reason the lessons of Vietnam could not be learned is precisely because they were so shattering to American myths—in this sense representing nothing less than “the death of the national god” and the national religion of American innocence, goodness, and God-given success. Without this, it was feared at some deep, semi-conscious level that American civic nationalism itself would also wither and die. This fallen national god therefore had to be laboriously pieced back together and returned to his pedestal. Doing this was one of the chief achievements of Ronald Reagan. 

In this sense, much of the language about democratization in the United States is not really about the rest of the world at all. It is about a belief in the greatness and goodness of America, about the nature of one powerful strand of American nationalism, and how the Bush administration has used that nationalism to strengthen its own position at home. Because of the power of this nationalism and the creed on which it is based, the rhetoric of spreading democracy and freedom has been all too successful in wrong-footing the Democrats and in winning over some of their intellectual supporters to what is in effect a position of support for the administration. 

Unfortunately, however, much of this rhetoric is completely irrelevant in the short to medium term. It is irrelevant to many of the challenges facing the Middle East and to the needs of the struggle against Al Qaeda. Worse still, the whole democratization strategy is being used, in some quarters at least, as a grand diversion to distract attention from what the United States should be doing, but is not, in other fields. The acknowledged influence of Israeli hardliner Natan Sharansky on Bush’s “strategy” of democratization should make it clear to everyone that, however noble its ideological and historical roots, as during Vietnam, American messianism can take forms that are not only misguided but actively malignant. 

To create a genuinely new and powerful force in US foreign policy may therefore require an extensive revision of the existing two-party political system in place since the American Civil War. Such a reform would take a profound national crisis, which will inevitably occur sooner or later if present policies continue. The crisis of the 1860s produced Lincoln, and that of the 1930s produced Franklin Delano Roosevelt. We had better all hope—despite present evidence to the contrary—the US system will be capable of producing leaders like these again in the future. 

1) Remarks to the Chicago Council on Global Affairs, April 23, 2007, http://my.barackobama.com/page/content/fpccga.
2) Interview with Ted Koppel on ABC’s “Nightline,” February 20, 1998, http://www.fas.org/news/iraq/1998/02/20/98022004_tpo.html. 
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