
r e c laiming liberal internat ion a l i s m

Since the t e r ror i st attac k s of September 11, 2001, con s e rv a t i ve

foreign-policy makers have united behind a clear agenda: combating

terrorism, aggressively preempting perceived threats, and asserting

the United States’ right and duty to act alone. Pro g re s s i ves, in con t ra s t ,

h a ve seemed flummoxed. St u ck on the sidelines, they advocate tactics

that diªer sharp ly from those of the Bush administra t i on. But they have

not consistently articulated a distinct set of progressive U.S. foreign

policy goals.

This is a mistake. Pro g re s s i ves now have a historic opport u n i ty to re-

o rient U.S. foreign policy around an ambitious agenda of their own. The

u n p a ra lleled strength of the United States, the absence of gre a t - p ow e r

c onflict, the fears aroused by September 11, and growing public skepticism

of the Bush administra t i on’s militarism have created a political opening

for a cogent, vision a ry altern a t i ve to the pre s i d e n t’s foreign policy. 

To advance from a nuanced dissent to a com p e lling vision, pro g re s s i ve

policymakers should turn to the great mainstay of twentieth-century

U.S. foreign policy: liberal internationalism, which posits that a

global system of stable liberal democracies would be less prone to war.

Washington, the theory goes, should thus oªer assertive leadership—

diplomatic, economic, and not least, military—to advance a broad

array of goals: self-determination, human rights, free trade, the rule

of law, econ omic deve l o pment, and the quarantine and elimina-

t i on of dictators and weapons of mass destruction (wmd). Unlike
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conserv a t i ves, who re ly on military power as the main tool of statecra ft ,

l i b e ral intern a t i onalists see tra d e, diplom a cy, foreign aid, and the spre a d

of American values as equally important. 

After September 11, conservatives adopted the trappings of liberal

i n t e rn a t i onalism, entangling the rh e t o ric of human rights and democra cy

in a stra t e gy of aggre s s i ve unilateralism. But the militant imperi o u s n e s s

of the Bush administra t i on is fundamentally inconsistent with the ideals

t h ey claim to inv oke. To re i nvent liberal intern a t i onalism for the tw e n ty -

first century, pro g re s s i ves must wrest it back from Republican policy-

makers who have misapplied it.

Pro g re s s i ves must there f o re advance a foreign policy that renders more

e ª e c t i ve the fight against terro rism but that also goes well beyond it—

f ocusing on the smart use of power to promote U.S. interests through a

stable grid of allies, institutions, and norms. They must define an agenda

that marshals all available sources of power and then apply it in bold ye t

practical ways to counter threats and capture opportunities. Such an

app ro a ch would re a s s u re an uneasy Am e ri can public, unite a fra c t i o u s

gove rnment bure a u c ra cy, and ra lly the world behind U.S. go a l s .

the rise and fall of an ide a

Woodrow Wi l s on ’s attempt to build a stable international order

in the wake of Wo rld War I failed spectacularly. More than two deca d e s

later, however, his liberal internationalist vision helped Franklin Roo-

sevelt rally the United States and its allies to vanquish fascism. After

the war, Harry Truman fused pragmatism with Wi l s onian idealism in a

l i b e ral intern a t i onalist agenda that guided such seminal accom p l i s h m e n t s

as the creation of a global free trade system and the reconstruction of

Europe and Japan. When the United States, the only industrialized

p ower left intact by the war, faced ch a llenges ranging from con t a i n i n g

Soviet ambitions to rebuilding war-ravaged Europe, it did not try to

shoulder the burden alone. Instead, it cra fted an interdependent netw o rk

of allies and institutions that included the un and nato. The United

States stood at the center of this ord e r, but it shared the task of

m a i ntaining it. The sources of U.S. strength—economic, political,

and moral—thus reinforced one another. International institutions

helped spread American values, which in turn fueled an appetite for

S u zanne No s s el

[ 1 3 2 ] f oreign affa i r s . Volume 8 3 No. 2

15_Nossel_pp131_142.qxd  1/21/04  4:13 AM  Page 132



American products. Trade enhanced political influence, and political

influence helped further extend American values.

John F. Kennedy also understood that to eªectively counter the

Soviet threat, Washington had not only to be tough on Moscow, but

also to champion self-determination, democracy, and human rights.

In his inaugural address, he argued that by fighting for the people

“in the huts and villages” of the world, the United States would help

itself, because “if a free society cannot help the many who are poor, it

cannot save the few who are ri ch.” Kennedy stood up for a free Berlin and

kept Soviet missiles out of Cuba while creating the Peace Corp s

and the U.S. Agency for International Development to promote lofty

Am e ri can ideals. Con s e rv a t i ves supported eªorts to spread democra cy

and fre e d om as a means of facing down Soviet aggre s s i on, and pro g re s-

s i ves rallied behind containment as a means of protecting democracy

and freedom. The result was a relatively broad consensus at home that

strengthened the United States’ hand overseas.

After Kennedy, however, liberal internationalism lost its way. Its

decline began with Vietnam, where the goal of extending democracy

proved elusive and led the United States to resort to illiberal meth-

ods of subversion and secrecy that undercut Washington’s credibility

as a force for liberal change. So enduring was the damage done by

Vietnam that even the ultimate triumph of liberal ideals—the end of

the Cold War—did not embolden progressives. Instead, it ushered in

a period of profound ambivalence about global leadership. Vietnam

echoed in Ronald Reagan’s withdrawal of troops from Lebanon in

1984 and Bill Clinton’s retreat from Somalia a decade later, two cases

in which Washington cut and ran to avoid potential morasses.

In the years after Somalia, Clinton tried to revive liberal interna-

tionalism. He intervened (albeit much too late) to stop the Bosnian

genocide and later to eject Slobodan Milosevic’s marauders from

K o s ov o. He expanded free tra d e, enlarged n at o, and pressed hard

for peace in the Middle East. Each foreign expedition, however, met

resistance from across the ideological spectrum. Liberal intern a t i on a l i s t s

argued for the use of force pri m a ri ly on humanitarian grounds in places

s u ch as Rwanda, Bosnia, and Kosov o, exposing the doctrine to ch a r g e s

of naive idealism. Self-proclaimed “realists” derided progressives as

global social workers, and isolationists dismissed far-flung interve n t i on s
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as wastes of time and money. Bush took o⁄ce in 2001 committed to

jettisoning international commitments in favor of a pared-down list

of strategic priorities. In its first months, his administration shunned

nation-building, denounced the Kyoto Protocol, withdrew from the

Anti–Ballistic Missile Treaty, and scorned other agreements based on

a narrow definition of national interest.

September 11 tra n s f o rmed Bush’s foreign policy. Channeling outra g e

over the attacks, the administra t i on shifted from a detached to a defiant

u n i l a t e ralism. Bush adopted an ev a n g e l i cal, militarist agenda. At the

same time, how eve r, he embraced some of the idealistic rh e t o ric of his

l i b e ral predecessors. His 2002 Na t i onal Se c u ri ty St ra t e gy, for example,

pledges not only to fight terrorism and “preempt” threats, but also to

“a ct i ve ly work to bring the hope of democra cy, deve l o pment, free mar-

kets, and free trade to eve ry corner of the world.” To this end, Bush vow e d

to make post-Saddam Iraq a model for democra cy in the Middle East.

Some con s e rv a t i ves even pro claimed themselves Wi l s on’s rightful heirs.

C on s e rv a t i ve appro p ri a t i on of liberal intern a t i onalist tenets might

sound like good news for pro g re s s i ves. It is not. By inv oking the rh e t o ri c

of human rights and democra cy to further the aggre s s i ve pro j e c t i on of

u n i l a t e ral military pow e r, con s e rv a t i ves have tainted liberal intern a t i on-

alist ideals and the United States’ role in promoting them. A superp ow e r

that is not perc e i ved as liberal will not be trusted as a purveyor of lib-

e ralism. The analogy between the United States’ current role in Ira q

and its role in postwar Japan and Germ a ny is thus beguiling but false.

A fter Wo rld War II, most of the world viewed the United States as a

rightful victor over tyra n ny; today, it is seen as an oppre s s o r, hungry

for oil and pow e r. Its pro fessed commitment to democra t i za t i on —

advanced on ly after other justifica t i ons for U.S. interve n t i on in Ira q

had worn thin—comes across as tinny opportunism. And although

s u ch perc e p t i ons are in part anti-U.S. ca ri ca t u re, the Bush adminis-

t ra t i on has given its detractors plenty to work with. Its us-ve r s u s - t h e m

rh e t o ric, its manipulation of the evidence on Iraqi weapons pro g ra m s ,

its refusal to stand up to Saudi Ara b i a’s ill i b e ral royal family, its denial

of basic rights to pri s oners at Guantánamo Bay, its all o ca t i on of lucra t i ve,

no-bid con t racts to companies with con n e c t i ons to administra t i on

o ⁄ c i a l s — a ll of this has made the administra t i on’s rh e t o ric of fre e d om

and equality seem baldly hyp o c ri t i ca l .
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T h e re is a second problem with con s e rv a t i ves’ brand of democra t i za-

t i on. Having initially rejected nation-building on principle and then

i gn o red the advice of planners and experts on what to expect in postw a r

Iraq, the Bush administra t i on has proven woefully ill equipped to imple-

ment in practice the ideals it purp o rts to ch a m p i on. The result has been

a chaotic and deadly occupation that has deepened doubts about U.S.

m o t i ves abroad. It has also threatened to undermine domestic support for

an activist foreign policy: mu ch of the U.S. public fears that decl a re d

m i li t a ry victories in Kabul and Baghdad will be buried under a wider

f a i l u re to contain anti-Am e ri canism from Trafalgar Sq u a re to the Su n n i

Triangle. This unease has spread to the U.S. securi ty establishment as well .

By undermining alliances, intern a t i onal institutions, and U.S. cre d i-

b i l i ty, the Bush administra t i on has tri g g e red a cycle that is depleting

U.S. p ow e r. Sp u rning global coopera t i on has encouraged distrust of U.S.

m o t i ves, hampering U.S. eªectiveness in Iraq and fanning hostility. The

p e rnicious result is that libera t i on and fre e d om, the most contagious ideas

in history, are becoming associated, at least in the Middle East, with a vi-

olent and unwanted occupation. A new liberal intern a t i onalist agenda

must turn this vicious cycle into a virtuous on e, in which U.S. power gen-

e rates confidence in U.S. leadership, enhancing U.S. power all the more .

take back the fig h t

M uch of the wor l d s t i ll buys into the ideals of liberal intern a t i on-

alism. Ac c o rding to the July 2003 Pew Global Attitudes Project survey,

even in Muslim countries such as Le b a n on, Moro c c o, and Pakistan, most

people believe that We s t e rn - s tyle democra cy could work well for them.

As fascism and com munism once did, terro rism and nuclear pro l i fe r-

a t i on today make the liberal intern a t i onalist agenda as urgent as eve r.

L i b e ral societies are not on ly less prone to war but also less likely to bre e d

or know i n g ly harbor terro rists. It is no coincidence that many countri e s

on the Justice Depart m e n t’s terro rist watch list also appear in the Fre ed om

House inve n t o ry of the worl d’s most re p re s s i ve regimes. Pro g re s s i ve s ,

t h e re f o re, must re f rame U.S. foreign policy according to their abiding

b elief that an ambitious agenda to advance fre e d om, tra d e, and human

rights is the best long-term guarantee of the United States’ security

against terro rism and other threats. Although an aggre s s i ve ca m p a i g n
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against al Qaeda and its kin remains central, it must form on ly part of

a b roader stra t e gy, one that oªers something to societies struggling to

resist the rise of extremism and to ove rc ome underd eve l o pment, health

c rises, and env i ronmental degra d a t i on. Se l e c t i ve eªorts to seed democ-

ra cy and free markets in stra t e g i ca lly important terri t o ries will alw ays

be dogged by perc e p t i ons of hyp o c risy and narrow self-interest unless ac-

c ompanied by a broader foreign policy that is viewed as genuinely libera l .

Pro g re s s i ves have shied away from such proposals for two re a s on s .

First, with U.S. forces stre t ched thin in Iraq, they seem too gra n d i o s e —

a recipe for liberal intern a t i onalist ove re x t e n s i on. Se c ond, pro g re s s i ve s

a re trying to project a tough image that they fear the language of

d e m o c ra cy and human rights would undercut. But as the folly of the

c on s e rv a t i ve appro a ch is revealed, a determined re a rt i c u l a t i on of libera l

i n t e rn a t i onalist pri o rities will signify courage and strength, not weak-

ness. Most important, if pro g re s s i ves do not re claim this agenda, no

one will. As the Bosnia crisis proved, Europeans lack the will and the

w h e rewithal to put liberal intern a t i onalism into pra c t i c e, even in their

own back y a rd. Nor is there hope, as there was briefly after the 1989 rev-

o l u t i ons in Eastern Euro p e, that liberal ideals will tri u m ph unive r s a lly

on their own. And entrusting the liberal intern a t i onalist agenda to the

mu l t i l a t e ral system is neither viable nor sound.

As to the danger of ove r s t re t ch, pro g re s s i ve policymakers should

l e a rn from the example of the U.S. military, which has long re c o g n i ze d

that its com p a ra t i ve advantage comes not from size or fire p ower but

f rom farsighted stra t e gy, soph i s t i cated intell i g e n c e, pro fe s s i on a l i s m ,

and precise weapon ry. Although the military’s weapons systems have

been ca l i b rated to con s e rve fire p ower and minimize coll a t e ral damage,

the same cannot be said of U.S. foreign policy. Instead, Wa s h i n g t on

is c u r re n t ly creating new sources of fri c t i on, turning friends into antago-

nists, damaging once-valuable policy tools, and impairing its own ability

to harness the power of its citize n ry, bure a u c ra cy, and allies. It mu s t

reverse course and embrace a smart e r, less draining brand of pow e r

guided by a com p e lling and coh e rent con c e p t i on of national intere s t .

A smart definition of U.S. interest would re cast the fight against

t e rror and nuclear pro l i fe ra t i on just as Kennedy re cast con t a i n m e n t ,

t ra n s f o rming it from a dark, draining struggle into a hopeful, pro g re s s i ve

cause aimed at securing an intern a t i onal system of liberal societies and
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d e feating ch a llenges to it. In the United States, the terro rist threat has

c onvinced many con s e rv a t i ves that democra t i za t i on and fre e d om

should be viewed as more than secon d - o rder eªects. The revival of a

genuine commitment to spreading fre e d om and liberalism, conve r s e ly,

would unite pro g re s s i ves in the fight against terro rists and ro g u e s .

Whereas liberal internationalism can overcome the isolationism of

the a n t i - i m p e rialist left (exemplified by its defense of Iraqi sove re i g n ty

b e f o re the war), the war on terro rism can ove rc ome the ave r s i on of the

right to humanitarian endeavors.

By demon s t rating that wars against terro rists and rogues, the re h a-

b i l i t a t i on of failed states, and the libera l i za t i on of re p re s s i ve societies

a re all smart investments that will yield lasting results—not cow b oy

e xp e d i t i ons or imperialist adve n t u re s — l i b e ral intern a t i onalism ca n

g a lv a n i ze both the U.S. public and the intern a t i onal com mu n i ty

b ehind its agenda. Du ring Wo rld War II, Franklin Roosevelt ra llied an

i s o l a t i onist U.S. public to fight Hitler by oªering a postwar vision that

went well beyond defeating fascism. He pledged that a genera t i on’s

s a c rifice would yield not just military victory, but also institutions and

a lliances to protect against future wars. To d ay, proven pro g ress tow a rd

rehabilitated states, stronger alliances, more eªective intern a t i on a l

i n s t i t u t i ons, and entre n ched human rights can likewise ove rc om e

public misgivings over what seem to be fleeting successes.

Rather than asking other gove rnments to fall into form a t i on on

Wa s h i n g t on’s terms, liberal intern a t i onalism enfolds the fight

against terro rism and rogues into an ideology and set of interests that

m a ny U.S. allies already share. By linking today’s struggles to lon g -

standing European visions of coll e c t i ve securi ty, liberal intern a t i on-

alism can take advantage of Euro p e’s commitment to humanitari a n

aid, postconflict re s o l u t i on, policing, and deve l o pment. Si m i l a rly, by

i n c o rp o rating into the agenda a genuine commitment to free tra d e

and econ omic deve l o pment, liberal intern a t i onalism can impre s s

Latin Am e ri can, Asian, and Afri can countries that otherwise view

the U.S. antiterro rist agenda as neglectful of their pri o rities. More-

ove r, building a broad-based liberal intern a t i onalist movement will not

f o rce the United States to give up the dri ve r’s seat. On the con t ra ry,

l i b e ral intern a t i onalism has flourished during periods of U.S. pre-

eminence. The key is that other nations must welcome rather than
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resent U.S. leadership. A new liberal internationalist approach would

persuade mu ch of the world once again to con t ribute its re s o u rc e s

and energy to U.S. ca u s e s .

fixing the grid

Was h i n g t on must reconceptualize the fight against terrorism and

wmd as a sustained eªort to expand freedom and opportunity. But,

as the pitfalls of the Iraq and Afghanistan campaigns illustrate, it can

do so only with more e⁄cient and eªective methods of exercising its

power. Policymakers must pragmatically seek out opportunities for

action where idealism and realism intersect and pursue their goals in

ways that reinforce, rather than deplete, U.S. power.

A re n ewed liberal intern a t i onalist stra t e gy re c o g n i zes that military

p ower and humanitarian endeavors can be mu t u a lly re i n f o rc i n g. Ra t h e r

than renouncing pre e m p t i on as out-of-con t rol militarism, pro g re s s i ve s

should turn the concept around: smart pre e m p t i on would emph a s i ze

that tra d i t i onal liberal pri o rities such as counterp ro l i fe ra t i on and

e c on omic deve l o pment have the potential to eliminate threats lon g

b e f o re military action becomes an issue.

The global order created by Roosevelt and Harry Truman was like

an electrical grid that maintains equilibrium across diªerent power

s o u rces and users. The nature of today’s thre a t s — rogues and terro ri s t s ,

not other great powers—attests to the enduring success of this stra t e gy.

The international system they built became so broad and cohesive

that outliers became few in number and easily re c o g n i zed. This

g rid, how eve r, has grown old and neglected. At key points, the Bush

a d m i n i s t ra t i on has chosen to abandon it entire ly, re lying on the military

instead. But it is one thing to go it alone when the grid fails; it is quite

another to rely on a lone generator as a first and last resort. Smart

power means knowing that the United States’ own hand is not always

its best tool: U.S. interests are furthered by enlisting others on behalf

of U.S. goals, through alliances, international institutions, careful

diplomacy, and the power of ideals.

Pro g re s s i ves should focus on shoring up the grid so that it ca n

f u l fi ll an ambitious liberal intern a t i onalist agenda. The foll ow i n g

p re s c ri p t i ons merit con s i d e ra t i on .
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Stabilization Corps. The United States needs a new branch of the

military dedicated exclusively to postwar stabilization and recon-

struction. National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice, writing in

these pages in 2000, argued that the military “is most certainly not

designed to build a civilian society.” But as Rice now knows, there is

not always a good alternative.

U.S. forces were not designed or con fi g u red to perf o rm basic tasks

s u ch as re s t o ring electri cal and sanitation systems and rebuilding dams—

let alone to undertake more complex political and legal ch a llenges such

as adjudicating local disputes and organizing elections. Although a re-

c on s t ru c t i on mission can be at least as daunting as a military opera t i on ,

little thought has been devoted to how the United States should go about

re s t o ring order and implanting democra cy in chaotic places. Although

a ny plan that reeks of colonialism will fail, bure a u c ratic czars and ad hoc

rosters of postconflict specialists are on ly stopgap solutions. Wa s h i n g t on

should create a corps capable of bringing postconflict missions up to

the s t a n d a rds of military interve n t i ons. It should draw on the skills of

m i l i t a ry o⁄cers who have distinguished themselves as peacekeepers and

d evelop capabilities as diverse and specialized as are those of today’s war

fighters. Before entering Harv a rd, a 22 - year-old U.S. Army sergeant

named Henry Kissinger served briefly as de facto mayor of a Germ a n

t own during the U.S. occupation. Po l i cymakers should consider ways to

enlist talented young people interested in national serv i c e, some of whom

would otherwise never consider joining the military. A standing forc e,

this stabiliza t i on corps could be available for large-scale deploym e n t s

s u ch as those in Iraq and Afghanistan and smaller missions con d u c t e d

i n d e p e n d e n t ly or through mu l t i l a t e ral organiza t i on s .

R ev ived burd e n - s h a ri n g. B u s h’s critics have decried the frayi n g

of U.S. alliances. Yet a revamped appro a ch to partnership must go

b eyond ra p p ro chement. In addition to signaling a wholeheart e d

c ommitment to re s t o ring these re l a t i onships, the United States should

insist that the obligations entailed in its alliances be re n ew e d .

A liberal intern a t i onalist agenda would welcome a unified Euro p e,

coupling a pledge of com m on purpose with a determined eªort to

b reak the logjam over burd e n - s h a ri n g. The United States cannot be

the on ly global power with strategic airl i ft capabilities to support ra p i d

d e p l oyments, for example. Wa s h i n g t on should also re a ⁄ rm its ow n
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c ommitment to n at o in order to shore up the central role of that body; by

insisting that its reengagement be accompanied by true burd e n - s h a ri n g,

it can ensure that the alliance is equipped to play an expanded ro l e .

At the same time, the United States should maintain its ability to

act unilaterally, as a prod to force others to fulfill their responsibilities

and as a backstop when they fail to do so. The United States’ position

relative to allies should be like that of the world’s best teaching hos-

pital: it leads in training, developing new prevention methods, and

handling the toughest cases, but although its emergency room never

closes, not every case belongs there.

A rev i ved liberal intern a t i onalism will also emph a s i ze building

respectful re l a t i onships with re g i onal powers in Latin Am e ri ca, eastern

E u ro p e, Asia, and Afri ca. These countries are other essential links on

the grid, capable of addressing and containing re g i onal conflicts. As

Poland has learned, a willingness to shoulder global duties can enhance

a country’s re g i onal influence. Other nations should be encouraged and

rew a rded as they assume similar re s p onsibilities. Another chief pri o ri ty

is building stronger bonds with the Persian Gulf states. Wa s h i n g t on

could create a formal alliance umbre lla for the antiterror coalition, on e

that makes it more di⁄cult for countries such as Pakistan and Sa u d i

A rabia to have it both ways on fighting terro rism. And sym b o l i ca lly,

re a ching out to solidify re l a t i onships with other countries will help take

the edge oª the United States’ lone superp ower status.

R ef o rming the United Na t i o n s . L i b e ral intern a t i onalists view mu l t i-

l a t e ral engagement not as a sacred ideal but as a choice dictated by the

logic of smart power. Washington should seek the blessing of the un

not because it confers otherwise unattainable legitimacy but because

of its pragmatic benefits. Yet reinvigorating international institutions

w i ll re q u i re more than just going to the u n to turn a page. Pro g re s s i ve

policymakers should launch an aggressive reform campaign, working

with Se c re t a ry - G e n e ral Kofi Annan, who has vowed to devote his

remaining term to revitalizing the un. By doing so, they can erase the

perception of their blind faith in multilateralism while fashioning a

world body that is up to its tasks.

R e f o rm must address five elements: the organiza t i on’s bure a u c ra cy, its

field capabilities, its membership blocs, its committees, and Wa s h i n g t on’s

own diplom a cy. In the 1990s, the United States pushed a unilateral and
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o ften punitive re f o rm pro g ram, withholding its dues while demanding

s t ron g ly resented bure a u c ratic changes. Any viable re f o rm agenda in the

f u t u re will need wide backing from heads of state and u n delegates alike.

Reform of the un bureaucracy must convert the staid civil service

into a dynamic professional corps, much like the organization’s best-

regarded specialized agencies, such as the United Nations Children’s

Fund and the Wo rld Food Pro g ram. This will mean standing up to the

organization’s staª union, so that top performers can be rewarded and

poor ones weeded out.

The u n’s tra ck re c o rd in Cambodia, East Ti m o r, Namibia, and

elsewhere shows that, flaws and all, the organization can be a power-

ful vehicle for peacekeeping and postconflict operations. Although

Wa s h i n g t on should work to augment its own re h a b i l i t a t i on pro g ra m s ,

it would be foolish not to build on what the un can oªer. The 2001

Brahimi Report on un Peacekeeping Operations addressed the ex-

p a n s i on of peacekeeping and postconflict capabilities and highlighted

the need, still largely unmet, for rapidly deployable forces stationed

throughout the world. The United States should support rapid de-

p l oyment and con t ribute units for tasks such as logistics and tra n s p o rt

that it is uniquely positioned to provide.

Wa s h i n g t on should also tackle a lon g - s t a n d i n g, destru c t i ve anach ro-

nism: anti-Western developing-world blocs. The Group of 77 and the

Nonaligned Movement—Cold War re l i c s — retain outsized import a n c e

at the u n, leading to such tra vesties as Libya’s leadership of the human

rights com m i t t e e, Cuba’s dom i n a t i on of budget debates, and con s t a n t

scapegoating of Israel. Breaking this dynamic is essential to restoring

the u n’s cre d i b i l i ty. A bloc of democratic nations, for con s u l t a t i on

b e f o re key debates, would multiply the influence of liberal states and

supplant that of outdated alliances. U.S. policymakers should also

raise the issue with their allies in the developing worl d — few of whom ,

if pressed to cooperate, would defend a status quo that they recognize

as in many ways unproductive.

St ru c t u ral re f o rms should begin by eliminating outmoded and

redundant committees, re p o rts, meetings, and bureaus. Examples

i nclude the multiple “housekeeping” committees, on topics such as

conferences and contributions, that have neither decision-making

nor implementation re s p onsibilities. Although the United States should
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p a rticipate in formulating proposals for the re f o rm of the Se c u ri ty

Council, it cannot pre s c ribe a solution .

Fi n a lly, Wa s h i n g t on must undertake more eªective u n d i p l om a cy.

Being aloof and dismissive squanders U.S. influence by letting others

d evelop firm positions before U.S. delegates even make their case. By

taking the initiative early on key issues and working behind the scenes

to build support before formal debate begins, the United States ca n

get its way most of the time without forcing other gove rnments to

capitulate publicly to its demands. A ca reful focus on this kind of re t a i l

d i p l om a cy—the art of winning support on a delegation - b y - d e l e g a t i on

basis through persuasive, tailored arguments and tangible incentive s —

can help policymakers succeed in even the toughest nego t i a t i on s .

T h rough such diplom a cy, the Clinton administra t i on managed to cut

U.S. dues to the u n and keep Sudan oª the Se c u ri ty Council. Had the

Bush administra t i on adopted this appro a ch during the debate over Ira q ,

a ll owing more time for delibera t i on, not adopting an absolute position

f rom the beginning, and working behind the scenes between Se c u ri ty

Council sessions, the ru p t u re might have been ave rt e d .

old st rat e g i es, new challenges

An ambitious n ew eªort to spread democra cy, human rights, and

f re e d om may seem a fool’s errand at a time when the United States is

ove rextended militari ly and financially. But the altern a t i ve — s q u a n d e re d

p ow e r, mounting intern a t i onal hostility, an ove rb u rdened military,

and an ingrained inability to correct course—is worse. A unilatera l i s t ,

m i l i t a ristic foreign policy is not work i n g, and September 11 prove d

that i s o l a t i onism is no longer an option. Now is the time, before libera l

p rinciples are further misapplied, com p l a c e n cy re t u rns, or the inter-

n a t i onal system created by Roosevelt and Truman deteri o rates beyon d

re p a i r, to re a s s e rt an aggre s s i ve brand of liberal intern a t i onalism, rev i v i n g

tested strategies to meet a range of new ch a llenges. The rightful heirs

of Wi l s on should re claim his liberal legacy and fortify it through the

d e t e rmined, smart use of pow e r. By re i nv i go rating the tra d i t i onal tools

of liberal intern a t i onalist statecra ft, pro g re s s i ves can rebuild a gri d

capable of pow e ring the world re l i a b ly and safe ly for years to com e . ∂

S u zanne No s s el

[ 1 4 2 ] f ore ign affa i r s . Volume 8 3 No. 2

15_Nossel_pp131_142.qxd  1/21/04  4:13 AM  Page 142


