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FOREWORD
By Ronald J. Granieri

Executive Director of FPRI’s Center for the Study of America and the West
July 2015

Sixty Years of FPRI, Two Decades of the Center for America and the West:
An Anniversary Collection

From its founding in 1955, the Foreign Policy Research Institute has always been deeply
interested in the relationship between the United States of America and Europe, the two main
constituent parts of the cultural, political, and historical community of the West. Born in the
early days of the Cold War, when the Atlantic Alliance both constituted the primary bulwark
of Western Civilization and formed the centerpiece of American grand strategy, FPRI has
developed many sophisticated analyses of the past, present, and future of this relationship.
One of FPRI’s most important early publications, for example, edited by its Founder Robert
Strausz-Hupé, along with James Dougherty and William Kintner, was Building the Atlantic
World (New York: Harper and Row, 1963), which combined historical/political analysis and
policy advocacy to assess the current state of the West. Although FPRI and its affiliated
scholars have also produced high-quality work on other regions and topics over the succeeding
decades, we have never lost sight of the enduring significance of the West for understanding

the modern world and the American role in it.

After the Cold War came to an unexpectedly abrupt and apparently happy conclusion in the
tumultuous years of 1989-1991, scholars and policymakers on both sides of the Atlantic asked
whether the Atlantic Alliance, and the general concept of the West, made sense as either policy
priorities or subjects of study in a world increasingly shaped by globalization. The challenges
of the post-Cold War world, including the sober realization that the end of the Cold War did
not mean the end of History or the advent of a new era of perpetual peace, encouraged FPRI to
reassert the importance of the study of the West within its larger global identity, leading to the
foundation of the Center for the Study of America and the West in 1997. Since then, the Center
has explored the roots and values of the United States, its connection to Europe and role
within Western civilization, and the role of Western civilization within modern world history.
Through sponsorship of original research, meetings of our Inter-University Study Group,
public lectures and symposia, as well as in history institutes for high school teachers, the
Center has encouraged critical analysis of the West as both an intellectual community and a

political force.
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In honor of FPRI’s 60th Anniversary, this essay collection aims to demonstrate the range of
topics and approaches sponsored by the Center over the years. Readers will see that while
some concerns have remained consistent, the Center’s scholars have offered a wide range of
perspectives, reflecting the lively interchange of ideas that is a hallmark of the West.

The essays have been grouped under subject headings to reflect the variety of approaches to
the study of the West within the Center, and also to highlight the (sometimes quite
pronounced) differences of opinion among our scholars. Within each section, the essays have
been organized in roughly chronological order, with introductory information noting both the
date of initial publication and the positions held by the authors.

The first section offers insights into some of the basic ideas animating the Center, primarily
through analyzing the life and thought of the late Robert Strausz-Hupé, founder of FPRI. An
Austrian émigre, scholar, and diplomat, Strausz-Hupé believed firmly in the necessity of
Western unity in the face of the totalitarian challenges of the 20th Century, and his spirit still
guides both FPRI in general and the Center in particular. In this section, we have collected
appreciations of his work from former FPRI President Harvey Sicherman and the Center’s
Chair, Professor Walter McDougall, as well as the reflections of a former Chair of the Center’s
Study Group, Prof. James Kurth on the mission of FPRI, written in honor of our 50"
Anniversary. Following those contributions, we have included one of Strausz-Hupé’s last
publications for FPRI, in which he updated some of his classic reflections on “protracted
conflict,” a term he initially deployed in analyzing the Cold War. Finally, to reinforce the
significance of the concept of the West, this section also includes one of the first essays
commissioned by the Center upon its founding, in which Prof. William McNeill, famous for
his magisterial work, The Rise of the West, asks the most fundamental question: “What do
We Mean by the West?”

Section II offers examples of Center publications that relate the history of the United States to
the larger history of the West. Two essays on the meaning of the Fourth of July, by Adam
Garfinkle and Walter McDougall, examine the ideas and ideals that shape American identity
and its relationship to the wider world. They are followed by McDougall’s consideration of
American Grand Strategy (or lack thereof) and James Kurth’s analysis of the rise and apparent
fall of American conservatism from the beginning of the modern era to the present. Alongside
those essays, readers will also find two documents from the Center’s History Institutes: a
summary of a 2004 symposium that placed the American Founding within a larger historical
context, and a 1998 Keynote Address from John Lewis Gaddis on “The New Cold War
History,” both of which demonstrate how FPRI uses such Institutes to relate the most recent
academic scholarship to the work of our nation’s teachers.
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The most visible organizational expression of the Atlantic Community has been the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization, which is the subject of the third section. Although NATO
members celebrated the end of the Cold War as a success, the loss of a common enemy in the
form of the Soviet Union called into question the continued necessity and future role of the
alliance. Ultimately, its members chose not only to maintain NATO in the name of
maintaining formal ties between Europe and the United States, but also to expand it to include
former Warsaw Pact members, in the hope of extending the stability of Western Europe to the
East. Along the way, NATO found itself embroiled in its first “out of area” conflict when it
took up the cause of Kosovo in 1999, and then again after 9/11 when NATO participated in
the campaign against the Taliban in Afghanistan. The contributions to this section trace the
contours of NATO’s post-Cold War identity crises. Former NATO Supreme Commander
Gen. Alexander Haig offers his perspective on the alliance in the 1990s, while Michael Radu
and Harvey Sicherman discuss Balkan complexities. Finally, James Kurth analyzes the post-
9/11 role of NATO, while Ronald Granieri reflects on the role of alliance politics in bringing
about the end of the Cold War.

Alongside NATO, the European Union has also been a crucial feature of the modern West.
Strausz-Hupé believed an integrated Europe was “most consistent with the American ideal,
American declaratory policy, and American security,” even if the realities of European
integration have not always kept pace with either the hopes or the fears of observers. This
selection of essays reflects the ongoing debate over the shape, scope, speed, and direction of
European integration, from Walter McDougall’s ambivalent celebration of the 50th
Anniversary of the Treaty of Rome to Michael Radu’s reflections on the EU’s relationship to
Turkey, from George Weigel’s cultural autopsy of European malaise to the geopolitical
critiques of Andrew Glencross, Jakub Grygiel, Ronald Granieri, and Jeremy Black. In each
essay, readers will find the mixture of hope and disappointment, skepticism and optimism,
which has accompanied the movement for a unified Europe since the end of World War II.

Any discussion of the West begs the question of how the individual parts relate to the whole,
and how states across and along the borders of the West construct their relationship to it. The
fifth section thus offers examples of national studies, focusing on the crucial states of Britain,
Germany, and Russia. Mitchell Orenstein analyzes the European vision of Russia’s Vladimir
Putin; Andrew Glencross considers the identity crises of the United Kingdom; and Felix Chang
and Adam Garfinkle each offer their perspectives on the past and future role of Germany in an
ever-changing Europe.

Finally, our examination of the West concludes with essays that look both to the past and to
the future. The high hopes of a New World Order in the 1990s have given way to deeper
pessimism about the future of the West as well as the individual futures of its states. These
essays offer some of both, examining both the enduring and the contingent factors that have
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shaped and will continue to shape the West and its relationship to the larger world. Walter
McDougall offers a sense of the continuing relevance of Geography, and Adam Garfinkle
considers the lessons our children should draw from 9/11, while Paul Rahe reflects on the
enduring significance of classical writers such as Herodotus for American society. George
Weigel reflects on how an individual such as St. John Paul II transformed international
relations, while Alan Kors outlines the challenges facing the West on the eve of the 21st
Century as it attempts to understand and build on its intellectual heritage. Finally, Jeremy
Black and Ronald Granieri each engage with the contemporary debate on Islam, immigration,
and European identity, considering what that debate tells us about the meaning and destiny of
the West.

Whether hope or fear will be more appropriate for understanding the West remains to be seen.
As these essays demonstrate, however, FPRI and the Center for the Study of America and the
West will continue to play their vital role in furthering our understanding of both past and
present, to help fellow scholars and the larger public to prepare for the challenges and

opportunities of the future.

In honor of FPRI’s 60th anniversary, this volume is meant to provide the reader with a taste of
the quality analysis we produced from 1993-2015 on a diverse array of topics. If you enjoy
what you find here, visit us on the web (http://www.fpri.org/research/west) to read, see, and

hear more. Even better, become a member or partner of FPRI, and support the sustained
production of quality scholarship and analysis on America and the West.
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PART I: FOUNDING PRINCIPLES
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The Wisdom of Robert Strausz-Hupé

By Walter McDougall
March 1999

Walter McDougall is a professor of History and the Alloy-Ansin professor of International
Relations at the University of Pennsylvania. An Illinois native, he graduated from Amberst
College in 1968. After serving as a sergeant for the United States Army in Vietnam, he
completed his Ph.D. at the University of Chicago in 1974, concentrating on Germany, Central
Europe, and European Imperialism. McDougall is Chairman of the Board of Advisors at the
Foreign Policy Research Institute and Director of the Center for the Study of America and the
West. He was also formerly on the board of Editors of Orbis. This essay stems from a speech
in honor of Robert Strausz-Hupé’s ninety-fifth birthday, delivered at a party beld at the Union
League Club in Philadelphia on March 26, 1998. It was published on FPRI Wire, the
predecessor to FPRI’s E-Notes.

Mr. Ambassador, General Haig, Dr. Sicherman, ladies and gentlemen. I am deeply honored to
have been asked to speak tonight about the amazing life of Ambassador Strausz-Hupé. I am
also wholly inadequate. It may be so that insofar as I direct the International Relations
program he founded at Penn, and edit the journal he founded for FPRI, I walk in his footsteps.
But I certainly don’t fill his shoes. Nor could anyone do justice, in an after-dinner address, to a
man who was both a thinker and doer, scholar and teacher, author and editor, intellectual and
intellectual impresario, administrator, statesman, and visionary, whose careers span the

century.

I am reminded of one of the last lectures given by the late Robertson Davies. Asked to honor a
fellow Canadian novelist, he said, “There are some things I shall avoid. One of these is the
biographical information which some speakers cannot refrain from, and another is the list of
[my subject’s] works, in chronological order.... For the age of an author is of no consequence;
if they are any good, they were born old and wise.... The only other fact I consider relevant is
that [my subject] was educated at seventeen different schools, which suggests either a restless
or unruly temperament, but both of these are characteristic of writers as a tribe.” [1]

The Ambassador will scoff at the notion, but it seems to us youngsters that he was born old
and wise, and that he, too, was educated all over the place, if you count schools of hard
knocks. So I shall say of him only that the first patriotic anthem he learned as a child in Vienna
began: “Gott erhalte Franz den Kaiser, unseren guten Kaiser Franz”; that the ideal of
multinational harmony symbolized by that Austrian Hapsburg monarchy disappeared in 1918
when Robert was fifteen; that he later recognized in America the only viable model for a new
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multinational harmony; and that he then served his adopted country throughout its fifty years’
crisis, from Pearl Harbor to the end of the Cold War, by teaching Americans how to reconcile
the exigencies of geopolitics with their liberal values, by inspiring a generation of students at
Penn, by helping to found the academic discipline of international relations, [2] by establishing
the FPRI as a feisty alternative to Establishment opinion, and, finally, by advising presidents
and serving five times as Ambassador.

One might think, given his lifetime of “preaching daily at the Temple,” that Strausz-Hupé is
well-understood. The truth is almost the opposite. You may recall the interview Barbara
Walters once did with Henry Kissinger, in which she asked him to sum up his personality in
one word. He cleared his throat and replied, “Complicated.” So is Strausz-Hupé. But another
reason he is misunderstood is that he always occupied that limbo which the French call hors de
categorie, that is, outside the categories of hawk or dove, right wing or left, realist or idealist.
And the reason for that is that while others were obsessed with the Cold War crisis of the day,
Strausz-Hupé offered a strategy, philosophy, and vision that saw the Cold War as ephemeral
and spied in the institutions of the West the foundations of an order that would replace the
Cold War. No wonder critics on the Left and Right knew not what to make of him: he was
decades ahead in his thinking. Indeed, he named his new journal Orbis way back in 1957 to
imply that the FPRI’s quest was for a novus orbis terrarum—an altogether New World. [3]

In the meantime, of course, the Cold War did have to be won, and Communism, as Reagan
later put it, transcended. And Strausz-Hupé was concerned that the Containment strategy was
not up to the job. Influenced no doubt by the Hungary and Suez debacles of 1956, and the
shock of the Soviet Sputnik in 1957, he deplored the fact that the West let the Communists
operate on the principle of “what’s mine is mine, what’s yours is negotiable,” and feared that
under current policies time would not be on the side of the West. Later, in the 1960s, he
deplored the catastrophic half-measures taken by the Johnson administration in Vietnam, and
it was then that Penn’s antiwar movement branded him a dangerous hawk who
“incriminated” the university by association with American militarism.

That they did so only demonstrated their ignorance of Strausz-Hupé’s many books, not least
his candid autobiography, In My Time, as well as a thorough misreading of his most
influential book, Protracted Conflict, which they took to be an inflammatory tract that
inspired the Vietnam War. I myself believed this the case until T bothered to read it and
discovered that as early as 1959 Strausz-Hupé was boldly asserting that the Cold War was
merely “the contemporary expression” of a “pervasive conflict” that had enveloped the globe
since 1914 when “the august, unchallenged, and tranquil glories of the Victorian Age” were
shattered. The revolutionary era which followed, he wrote, would destroy the nation-state
system. The only question was whether it would be replaced by universal chaos and tyranny or
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by “a universal political-legal order under Western leadership” based on “a voluntary
federalism.” [4] The clear and present danger lay in the fact that the Communists knew they
were engaged in what amounted to World War IIT and had a strategy, protracted conflict, for
winning, whereas the West was content with a posture that served only to contain its own
strength and will. Strausz-Hupé urged the United States to regain its lead in advanced
weaponry, but he did not advocate preventive war or urge the United States to commit to an
expensive fight for the “minds, hearts, and stomachs of the ‘uncommitted’ world.” [5]

On the contrary, years in advance of the critics, he debunked the notion that foreign aid and
state-building could win over the Third World. Rather, he wrote, the very guilt complex
engendered in Third World peoples as they abandoned their traditional cultures for
modernization created a vast psychological gulf that obliged them to attack the democratic
capitalist West even as they lusted after its material benefits. What is more, there would
always be a gap between the rising expectations of backward peoples and the assistance the
West could provide. The Communists exploited these tensions, but the tensions could not be
relieved. Hence, Strausz-Hupé concluded—this is 1959, remember—that the most the West
should do in the Third World is pursue a holding action, avoid fixed commitments, and
“abstain from action for action’s sake.” Regarding Vietnam, he later rued “the tremendous

resources, both material and spiritual, [that] went into this wretched war, which, in my view,
should have gone into NATO.” [6]

Speaking as a Vietnam veteran, I weep to think of the tragedies that Vietnam and America
might have been spared had Strausz-Hupé been advising the president instead of the
McNamaras and Rostows. For according to his logic, the United States ought never to have
waded into Vietnam, or else should have mounted a low-cost holding action to cut the Ho Chi
Minh Trail in Laos and so enforce a Korea-style stalemate. Strausz-Hupé even wrote in italics,
“The current phase of the protracted conflict will not be settled by the battle for the
uncommitted areas.” And the contention, often heard in our midst, that the underdeveloped
world represents the decisive battlefield of the Cold War bespeaks the success of Communist
strategy in distracting our attack from the most vulnerable sector of the protracted conflict—
the Communist system itself.” [7]

Strausz-Hupé lost his struggle for the soul of the Political Science department at Penn, or more
accurately, he moved on to fight bigger battles and pursue grander visions. The battles
concerned the course of American statecraft during the Cold War, and they were not decisively
won until the Reagan administration implemented Strausz-Hupé’s strategy aimed at carrying
the war to the enemy’s camp, be it in the Third World, Eastern Europe, or the Soviet Union
itself, and targeting the enemy’s weaknesses through economic and technological pressures
and a rhetoric of freedom that delegitimized Communist rule. But however glorious those
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policy battles, it is those grander visions of Strausz-Hupé that elevate him from the ranks of

the strategists to the lofty perch of philosopher of history.

Strausz-Hupé named his inaugural article in Orbis “The Balance of Tomorrow” after his
Ph.D. thesis written in the closing days of World War II. [8] He began by defining the
twentieth century as an age when the “bottom layers of the political universe have been set in
motion,” one structure after another crumbles away, and “each solemn compact, hailed as a
return to order, is overtaken and rescinded by events” (p. 10). He illustrated the point with a
startling summary of the reversals of alliances that characterized the world wars and Cold
War. Clearly, if there was any meaning to the storms of this century, it lay not in the
“desperate tacking of stricken ships of state,” but in the storm itself, in the process.

“The issue before the United States,” he insisted, “is the unification of the globe under its
leadership within this generation” (p. 14). That was the only solution to the two threats
hanging over humanity, neither of which was the Soviet Union, but rather the demographic
and political explosions in Asia combined with nuclear proliferation. Some conservative
realists predicted a return to the old multilateral balance of power, the nineteenth-century
model of order. But that system could not be revived, thought Strausz-Hupe, because the
Judeo-Christian moral consensus and self-restraint it had rested upon had died in the First
World War. Hence, the only alternative to anarchy was unity, first among the Western
powers, then all over the world. And Americans must lead, because they alone had the power
and federative genius to do the job.

Strausz-Hupé, the soi-disant reactionary, an apostle of world federalism? Yes, for the scion of
the Hapsburg Monarchy understood that the nation-state is a recent arrival on the historical
stage, that it was born of the odious French Revolution, and that unrestrained “by liberal
constitutions [or] concern for the common interests of mankind,” it was “the greatest
retrogressive force of this century” (p. 17). The solution to a barbaric clash of nationalisms
was not the false and tyrannical heresies of Fascism and Communism, but rather “the only
truly revolutionary power of this century”: the United States (p. 19). For the United States
alone was future-oriented, a nation of many nations, open to limitless assimilation, tolerant,
generous, humane, and pragmatic. Americans were also economic revolutionaries dedicated to
free enterprise, new technology, and interdependence. Finally, America’s "federative power”
was magnified by its de facto control of the Western Hemisphere and Pacific, partnership with
Western Europe, and (then) leadership in the UN. But Strausz-Hupé¢ had no illusions about the
latter. He thought the UN a weak reed destined to be replaced someday by an expanded
NATO community, which was “the nucleus of the world federation-in-the-making” (p. 23).
The resulting Atlantic union could then confront even a hostile Asia with confidence, while the
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“sheer decency of the American scheme for universal partnership will inexorably persuade the
Soviet masses over the heads of the communist bosses to defect into freedom” (p. 24).

Strausz-Hupé’s astounding prescience was original, but his vision of world federalism recalls
the theories of many philosophers, not least Immanuel Kant. Writing at the time of the French
Revolution, Kant envisioned a new world order based on a confederation of states which, after
being exhausted by a series of ever more terrible wars, would flee “the lawless state of
savages” and perceive that they could better protect their security and prosperity inside a
union of states than by remaining aloof. That great insight was what made Kant’s scheme for
“perpetual peace” realistic rather than utopian. [9]

Yet in all of Strausz-Hupé’s books one encounters only two brief references to Kant, and as for
Hegel, Strausz-Hupé wrote: “In my attic molders the luggage of German philosophy.” [10]
How then did he reach conclusions that parallel so strikingly Kant’s vision of federalism and
how it would come about?

His first allusion to a new world order appeared in his Geopolitics, written in 1942. Federalism
was part of the currency of the European resistance movement during World War II, but
Strausz-Hupé came to it along a quite different path. The German geopolitician Karl
Haushofer believed that the struggle among races for space and power must end in a world
empire. Strausz-Hupé suspected he was right, but of course denied that a Nazi-dominated
“heartland” would be the vehicle. He also saw how technology and global economic
integration accelerated history anew, altered geography itself, and would “drive men’s
thoughts about the world’s political organization into yet untried channels.” [11] The models
he saw—this is in 1942, mind you—were Lend-Lease and the Atlantic Charter, which
symbolized “the mission of the United States... .” [12] Haushofer himself had identified the
United States as the only nation with the potential for global land, sea, and air power, which is
why America would be the real arch-enemy of Pan-Germanism if ever it embraced
a Weltanschauung, or “Pan-Idea,” of its own. [13] Strausz-Hupé sought to provide America
with the “Pan-Idea” it lacked.

In 1945, he wrote that mankind faced one of three futures: endless geopolitical conflict, a
world hegemony, or a world federation. The third was the “American solution,” [14] but
Strausz-Hupé predicted that within a few years the wartime alliance would dissolve. By the
time of the Korean war, however—and here is the core of his originality—Strausz-Hupé saw
the struggle against Sovietism as the mechanism by which his federalist vision might yet take
form. Not through the UN, not through “peaceful coexistence,” not through the alleged
convergence of East and West, but through the institutions of the Cold War itself: the
Marshall Plan, NATO, and the embryonic European Community. It all depended on whether
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or not the Western peoples could summon the will to hang together. And it was by no means
certain they would, for Strausz-Hupé observed in 1952 that Europeans and Americans seemed
to be losing faith in their own values. The political crisis masked a spiritual one.

He later wrote in his autobiography: “I was raised in the Protestant faith. Of its theological
teachings I kept little.” [15] And yet he described, in language similar to Whittaker Chambers’,
the demoralization that afflicted Western culture coincident with the rise of scientific-
industrial-bureaucratic “mass society.” Cut off from the roots of their own notions of the
purpose of life, Europeans and Americans were prey to materialism, to the patrons of race and
class warfare who tear men apart, and to the “zone of indifference” inhabited by the postwar
existentialists.

Did Americans care enough to save and lead the world, or would they succumb to a selfishness
that could not, in the end, save even themselves? It was at that point that Strausz-Hupé
sketched the blueprint later to appear in Orbis. First, Western Europe must unite. But that
required that the United States deter the Soviet Union until the Europeans recovered from the
war and learned “new, supranational loyalties.” Once this was achieved, the Soviet bloc would
be exposed in bold relief as “a clumsy and backward despotism” and the Eastern Europeans
would feel an “irresistible pull.” In the fullness of time the USSR would have to accept a
negotiated settlement, pull back its armies, and permit the reunification of Germany. [16] The
reunified West would then offer a framework which the rest of the world would beg to join.
Thus would the Cold War become “a federative enterprise [that] confers justice and nobility
upon the uses of power.” [17] In the decades after those words were written, NATO survived
many crises, each labelled terminal at the time. The European Community was born, then
deepened and broadened to the point of monetary and political union. East Europeans
persevered through numerous heartbreaks, finally broke free of Moscow, and petitioned for
membership in the EU and NATO. Germany reunified within the European and Atlantic
communities. And the Soviet Union liberalized, de-Communized, shrugged off a neo-Stalinist
coup, and peacefully disassembled. Strausz-Hupé even predicted that the Chinese would
remain stubborn for a time, the last great power to get with the program.

It remains to be seen whether all this will eventuate in a European or Atlantic, not to mention
a global confederation. But when considers the renunciation of war, security and economic
collaboration, and interlocking multilateral institutions that define the Euro-American-
Japanese orbit today, the thought is less fanciful than at first blush. After all, it was Winston
Churchill, no airy idealist, who repeatedly spoke of a “United States of Europe” as the key to
all peoples’ “happiness, prosperity, and glory.” [18]
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On a more metaphysical plane, however, one may ask whether the political victory of the West
may yet be canceled out by the spiritual malaise Strausz-Hupé detected so long ago. Our long
fights against Fascism and Communism often brought out the best in us. Will peace bring out
the worst? Is the “new world order,” whatever its shape, just a way to make the world safe for
nihilism, hedonism, and self-worship—a community for the purpose of evading community?
Are we, as Robert Frost feared, finally to quench the fires, only to perish from ice?

An obituary that appeared just last week encourages me to close with a cheerful prognosis.
Another famous Central European, another veteran of all this century’s turmoil, another
powerful writer and strategist, has died at the age of 102. He was Ernst Jinger, the
Stormtrooper whose character was chiseled for life in the trenches of World War 1. Jinger
killed and observed mass killing with a cynical detachment, and in his masterpiece Storm of
Steel he wrote of war in a cold and surgical style. Later, he scorned the Nazis because they

b

were “lower-class rabble,” and devoted his retirement to the collection of beetles. He was
content, he said, “to watch people eat each other like insects.” [19] When Germany reunited, it
moved him not in the least: my only reality, he said, is the Reich of Kaiser Wilhelm II. Jiinger

was a genius, but he was only part human.

Strausz-Hupé, by comparison a youthful ninety-five, deplored war with a passion. He wrote
about power politics, too, but in prose that was always humane and at times sublime. He did
not retire from a contemptible world, but engages it still in hopes of liberating humanity from
the geopolitics that make men treat each other like insects. And even though his Austrian
Kaiser, Franz Josef, was benign, if not always competent, Strausz-Hupé harbors no illusions
about the dead age of monarchy. He strains instead to imagine a new golden age and beckons

us to see with his eyes. He, too, is a genius, but he is all human.

Let us pray that the spirit of the twentieth century has died with Ernst Jiinger, and that the
twenty-first century will be infused with the spirit of Strausz-Hupé.
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Robert Strausz-Hupé¢: His Life And Times

By Harvey Sicherman
Spring 2003

Harvey Sicherman was the president of FPRI from 1993 till bis passing in 2010. He was also an
advisor to three secretaries of state. Taken from the Spring 2003 issue of Orbis, this article

commemorates the extraordinary long and varied life of Robert Strausz-Hupé, who died on
February 24, 2002, a month short of his 99th birthday.

A penniless immigrant who became an eminent professor and later an ambassador, Strausz-
Hupé achieved that rare distinction: a detached love for his country. A critical distance
disciplined his enthusiastic patriotism. That combination enabled him to become a preeminent
educator, able to speak to both America’s strengths and weaknesses. When America moved at
last to participate fully in world politics, Strausz-Hupé would be ready to explain why this was
necessary and how it should be done. His legacy is well worth pondering for the future.

The Old World

The date and place of Strausz-Hupé’s birth—March 25, 1903, in Vienna, capital of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire—Dbespoke the pre-1914 era of European domination, the “long peace” that
few thought would ever end in a long war. Much of the world was shaped by decisions made
in European capitals. International security and prosperity depended on the judgment and
wisdom of a very few men not often elected, who presided over a common heritage called
“Western civilization.” European society, wealth, arts, philosophy, science, and technology
offered the international standards of the day against which everyone else measured their

achievements.

In his 1965 memoir In My Time, Strausz-Hupé wrote a sometimes lyrical description of his
youth in this world. Among his earliest memories was the grand celebration held in Vienna in
1908 to commemorate Emperor Franz Josef’s sixtieth year on the throne. Strausz-Hupé was
destined to serve as a soldier or bureaucrat in the Imperial Service, so he thought, as the sole
son of an upper middle-class family with social connections. But then the Great War
intervened. Trained as a cadet for a disappearing empire, he and his mother (his parents
having separated) found themselves financially ruined. The young man tried many different
trades, finally ending as an escort for a wealthy young friend whose aristocratic father quite
accurately feared the boy would go wrong. Soon the guardian himself fell prey to adventures
as the two young men escaped to the United States. When his charge was forced to return to
Europe, Strausz-Hupé decided to stay and try his luck in America.

17 | FPRI



Of his youth, he would write fifty years later: “Most of all I remember being desperately
unhappy.” Strausz-Hupé’s very name offered a clue to a less fortunate aspect of the Old
World. He told me that the Strauszes were his father’s family, well-to-do Hungarian Jews in
the grain business. His mother belonged to the Hupés, whom he described as well-connected
descendants of prominent Huguenots. Two centuries before they had fled the France of Louis
XIV for more tolerant Habsburg realms.

In the highly stratified society of those days, the Strausz-Hupé union was problematical. The
Strausz family, mortified by his father’s marriage to a non-Jew, broke off all relations. Robert
never knew what happened to them after he left Europe. His status was peculiar: his mother
not being Jewish, he did not belong to the Jews yet his father and his name made him Jewish
in the eyes of others. Perhaps it was this sense of being in, but not quite of, a society that
sharpened his skill at detached observation.

Yet Strausz-Hupé, as Robert Strausz would call himself in America, retained a warm feeling
for the doomed Habsburg enterprise. He had an extraordinary recollection of the great
families of the realm: who married whom, who did what to whom, incidents that gained or
lost someone imperial favor, why certain ambassadors were trusted and others were not. In
old age he bridled at even being called an Austrian, declaring that “this Alpine Republic” was
foreign to him. “I was a subject of the Emperor!” He was realistic about Franz Josef, however,
whom he described as a stubborn man of enigmatic views, few convictions, and skill in using
his old age and family sorrows to cultivate public sympathy.

Strausz-Hupé held unusual views about the seemingly solid prewar European political
structure. Austria-Hungary, often thought the shakiest of the Great Powers, had a long,
successful history of swaying with the winds. An accommodation with the Slavs, the objective
of the assassinated Archduke Ferdinand, could have bought another generation after Franz
Josef, by which time some sort of federal state might have evolved.

The really weak and dangerous monarchies, so Strausz-Hupé argued, were those of Germany
and Russia. Both were ruled by foolish men. Even in the absence of war, he believed neither
would have lasted another decade. As for the British, they suffered from a terminal inability to
commit themselves until it was too late. They were expert ditherers but too full of mixed
signals to hold the ring in 1914.

That said, he laid the blame for much of the disorder in the late Habsburg imperial period on

Hungarian obstruction. He remarked that although his father’s family hailed from Hungary,
the Hungarians regarded him and his mother as either Jewish or German. But when the town
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of Timasoara was transferred by the Versailles Treaty to Rumania, the family was
dispossessed of its estate there on the grounds that they were Hungarians! He was equally
bitter about Austria in the late 1990s, when Jorg Haider, after cultivating political anti-
Semitism and pro-Nazi sentiments, emerged as a major factor in Austrian politics. Strausz-
Hupé¢ called these “old tricks.” After all, he had seen Hitler perform in a Munich beer hall in
the early twenties. Strausz-Hupé recalled his companion’s description after they left: “What a
common guttersnipe!” (Doubtless the German expression was less suitable to print.)

Ultimately, Strausz-Hupé reached his own compromise with his origins. Although raised a
Protestant, he had little personal use for organized religion. He recognized the power of
religion to bind societies and establish moral codes; these were important social artifacts best
described as the “Judeo-Christian heritage.” He seems to have been attracted occasionally to
Roman Catholicism and at least in some of his books he attributes much of Europe’s endemic
modern ideological temptations to the breakdown of a unified Christianity after the
Renaissance. Of Judaism, he knew very little. Yet there was one Hebrew phrase he
remembered from his father that, as we shall see, expressed his belief in a mysterious Divinity.

Thus, the young man who entered America at the beginning of the Roaring Twenties already
knew the extremes of life: self-confidence and doubt, belonging and not belonging, ease and
distress, wealth and poverty. Such experiences may explain a sometimes ill-disguised desire for
distinction and membership in the “high classes” of society. He could show a generous
disregard of money but more often sought anxiously to accumulate it: “I am not so rich as I
seem to be” was his constant refrain. He could distinguish quickly between substantial men of
affairs and those simply on the make, and all the bounders in-between. Above all, he had been
thrown on his only real resource, himself, and having survived the wreck of the Old World,

was quite prepared to tackle the New.
The New World

Strausz-Hupé sought out America primarily for economic rather than political reasons, unlike
many in the later, Nazi-driven Central European exodus of the 1930s. He needed work. He
lacked any particular skill, but was full of a beguiling charm and a first-rate classical education
that included French and English in addition to his native German.

Strausz-Hupé’s critical impressions of America were very European. Steeped in history
himself, he found little sense of it in Chicago, his first stop, and even less regard for it on the
national level. But it would be a mistake to credit the young immigrant in the twenties with the
big thoughts of the thirties, forties, and fifties. By his own confession, he concentrated most on
the difficult task of making a living enough to sustain himself and help his mother.
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Looking back, Strausz-Hupé told me of his first great stroke of luck. Out of money and with
no prospects, he was walking along Fifth Avenue when suddenly he espied a boyhood friend
from the fashionable spas where his parents vacationed before the war. This man, Sasha,
belonged to the Russian aristocracy and his family had managed to escape the Bolshevik
Revolution with a hoard of gold coins and a huge vodka supply. Sasha’s spacious apartment
contained a large library, its floor-to-ceiling shelves stocked with liquor bottles instead of
books. Sasha offered Strausz-Hupé a place to stay until he got on his feet. In prohibition-era
America, vodka and gold allowed the Russian émigrés to live much as they had before 1914
except that the “servant problem” in New York was insufferable. No one, it seems, was servile
enough.

Strausz-Hupé was traveling in fast company. Eventually becoming a Wall Street runner and
then something of a political risk analyst for American holders of European bonds, he
accumulated enough money to bring over his adored mother after his father died. Always a
bon vivant, he delighted in the company of women, and his reddish hair, impeccable dress,
wonderful manners, and amusing speech delighted them. Somewhere in the course of Strausz-
Hupé’s social activity, he was introduced to Eleanor Cuyler Walker. A tall, forthright woman
who knew what she wanted, Eleanor came from an old and prominent Philadelphia family.
They were married in 1938, a union that lasted thirty-six years until Eleanor’s death in
Sweden, where her husband was then posted as ambassador. I stood near Strausz-Hupé¢ in the
churchyard the day of her funeral, after her burial. After a silence, he turned to me and said:
“My father used to say Etzbah Elohim when he saw something miraculous. Eleanor for me
was Etzbab Elohim” (The words, which mean “finger of God,” come from Pharaoh’s

magicians—Exodus 8:15).

Truly for Strausz-Hupé, Eleanor was a miraculous find, more so even than the chance meeting
with Sasha in New York. She gave him financial security and even more important, opened to
him the exclusive world of Philadelphia’s Main Line society and through it the somewhat
larger but still very exclusive ambience of America’s upper classes. In short, Strausz-Hupé

began to meet the people who ran the United States.

Robert and Eleanor made a tempestuous union. Suffice it to say that they were both strong-
willed and had their own circles of close friends. Despite many a spark, however, they held
together, and no one who knew them could doubt their love for each other. A friend of both
Eleanor and Robert related many years later that Main Line society was fascinated by Strausz-
Hupé. But “the Austrian professor,” as he came to be known, remained sensitive to his
background. As Strausz-Hupé once remarked to me, quoting Disraeli, “I myself was never

quite respectable.”
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Shortly after their marriage, the Strausz-Hupés decamped for Paris, where Robert continued
his bond work. Simultaneously, Strausz-Hupé discovered his vocation, and it was not to buy
or sell. In the thirties, Strausz-Hupé would have laughed at the idea that he might become a
famous professor. But he had been developing a keen interest in European affairs through his
bond business. He troubled to read Mein Kampf and also chanced upon a book on geopolitics
written by a German general named Haushofer. He became convinced early on that Nazi
Germany was a serious danger to human liberty and the democracy he had come to cherish. In
his view, Hitler was a demented thug whose ascent was made possible only because of the
social upheaval that followed World War 1. The stability of the middle classes had been
destroyed and the aristocrats demoralized and discredited. The new barbarians advanced in
the guise of familiar terms although their purposes were revolutionary. Haushofer, “the Nazi
Machiavelli,” to use Strausz-Hupé’s words, wrote the user’s manual that justified Hitler’s
Lebensraum and racial theories in the language of geopolitics. But Nazi geopolitics meant a
German imperium intended to replace, not adjust, the traditional balance of power.

Strausz-Hupé proved unable to convince anyone important of these dangers. He encountered
what he called later “the commercial mentality,” and recounted in his memoirs a failed
attempt to persuade influential Britons of the Nazi menace. In the end, the great men of
England believed that once the Nazis were in power their foolish mouthings would be replaced
by a businesslike calculation of costs and benefits. Behind the fanatic lurked the pragmatic.
Herr Hitler would adjust the balance of power rather than undo it.

This experience would affect Strausz-Hupé for the rest of his life. He, and indeed many
prominent Americans later his allies, worked under what came to be called “the Munich
Metaphor”: the unwillingness of democratic leaders to see their enemies realistically and to
understand that the Hitlers (and Stalins) of this world were not interested in negotiating an
end to conflicts but rather winning them. Recognition of this fact did not mean that war was
the only way for the democracies to defend themselves. An effective defense, however,
required a keen understanding of the threat, the techniques used by the adversary, and a
strategy that exploited his weaknesses.

Geography and War

The Second World War amplified Strausz-Hupé’s message about the Nazis. In those times,
when few outside the government were concerned about international affairs, he came quickly
to the attention of those who mattered. A lawyer who was also a trustee of the University of
Pennsylvania heard him and recommended he join Penn. This was duly arranged. Lacking a
bachelor’s degree, Strausz-Hupé enrolled as a special student and, after earning his Ph.D.,
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joined the faculty. An extremely popular professor, Strausz-Hupé’s lectures and seminars were
eagerly attended and long remembered.

Simultaneously, Strausz-Hupé’s work on Haushofer brought him to the attention of Isaiah
Bowman, then the most eminent geographer in the United States. Again the connection clicked
and he found himself Chief of Research on what he described as a typical FDR-style
enterprise: a special project on refugee affairs and resources commissioned by and responsible
to the president. He became intimately familiar with, among other things, the water resources
of the Near East and the economy of China. Through his wife, he became a regular at the
salon run by Henry Field, a half-English American heir, anthropologist, and head of the
Refugee Project. There he met, among others, the brilliant if somewhat mysterious and always

comical Isaiah Berlin.

Eleanor’s circle also gave him a role well beyond that of a commissioner and Ph.D. student.
One of her closest friends, James Forrestal, had become assistant secretary (he later became
secretary) of the Navy. Another acquaintance was Dean Acheson, whose wife was close to
Eleanor. Both of these men were to figure significantly in Strausz-Hupé’s movement from
analyst of Nazi geopolitical schemes to Cold War strategist.

Forrestal was well connected to FDR and possessed a superior knowledge of America’s
industrial capabilities, gleaned from a successful Wall Street career. Forrestal was on the fast
track, ultimately too fast. He was, as his biographers called him, a “driven patriot.” By 1944,
he had begun to focus on postwar issues, specifically the problem posed by Stalin’s Russia.
Aroused by Churchill, embassy reports, and his antipathy for Marxist doctrine, Forrestal tried
to sound the alarm. He began his campaign to alert his superiors by commissioning a report
on Soviet foreign policy and consulted Strausz-Hupé about it.

Strausz-Hupé approached the Soviet Union from both philosophical and geopolitical angles.
He thought little of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century German philosophy and could be
very entertaining about theories that, as he put it, posited a “perfected consciousness” so
perfect it could do nothing better than contemplate itself. As an advocate of freedom and
democracy, he detested Marxism’s pretentious social engineering, intended to produce a new

“Soviet man” utterly free of morality save that of “scientific socialism.”

On the political front, Strausz-Hupé deemed Marxism a crude scientific fraud that had been
turned by Lenin into a vehicle for gaining and then holding absolute power. Stalin’s Soviet
Union had amalgamated the imperial Russian tradition with the revolutionary overtones of
Marxism-Leninism. By background and study, Strausz-Hupé understood them both.
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Strausz-Hupé gave Forrestal a word of caution. He related to me that once as he was opining
somewhat indignantly on U.S. policy, he noticed Forrestal laughing. What was so
entertaining? “Oh,” said Forrestal, “it’s so refreshing to hear you because you are so
delightfully naive about Washington.” In this case, however, Strausz-Hupé offered realistic
advice. It would be a mistake, he told his friend, to think that Soviet foreign policy was guided
strictly by ideology. (Later, he would say that sometimes it was and sometimes it wasn’t. You
could not tell which you were getting, a Soviet or a Russian foreign policy; this was the
mystery about it.) He suggested that Forrestal get his report rewritten by someone who could
give it diplomatic and geopolitical weight.

Forrestal took Strausz-Hupé’s advice and eventually in early 1946 found George Kennan,
whose long telegram, reflected in the famous “Mr. X” article in Foreign Affairs, offered an
intellectual rationale for the containment policy. Later Kennan recanted some of his
arguments. In the late fifties Acheson rebuked him for seeming to suggest that NATO might
be unnecessary. Strausz-Hupé said once that “Mr. X” was the only instance of a pen name
being wiser than the real author.

Strausz-Hupé had the highest regard for Dean Acheson, whom he described as “one of the
greatest public servants in the employment of the Republic.” He could do a wicked mimic of
the aristocratic Acheson twirling a mustache while exuding condescension toward some
hapless congressman. Strausz-Hupé, like many others, faulted Acheson for not including South
Korea (on the eve of the Korean War) in America’s perimeter of vital interests; unlike others,
he accepted Acheson’s explanation that he could hardly do otherwise because neither Congress
nor the president had accepted it; and they remained firm friends. All of this contradicts of
course those who depicted Strausz-Hupé as some sort of reactionary Republican partisan. For

him foreign policy was not a party plaything.
Western Man and the Balance of Tomorrow

In 1946, Strausz-Hupé earned his Ph.D. and soon became a leader in the new field of
international relations. He pioneered what we call today the interdisciplinary approach that
drew on political science, history, economics, and even sociology to gain a better
understanding of world politics. Meanwhile, he had reached his own conclusions about the
two world wars that wrecked Europe and how to prevent yet another conflagration.

Strausz-Hupé was an early supporter of European unification—or more precisely, European
federalism—as the only way to prevent a recurrence of catastrophe. He argued (along with
Clarence Streit) that the United States should bring this about as part of an even larger
federation. Through an Atlantic Alliance, the United States could solve the German problem
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while simultaneously defending Western Europe against Soviet encroachments. The issue was

whether democratic statesmen would act in time.

These ideas were similar to those of Acheson and Churchill, both of whom were anxious to
commit America to Europe and to keep the Germans down and the Russians out (to
paraphrase Lord Ismay’s rationale for NATO). For Strausz-Hupé, NATO rather than
Monnet’s functional “European integration” was the key institution. Integration reminded
him of the commercial mentality. It might serve to draw France and Germany together but
could never create the political will needed to secure the future. That kind of project, in his
view, would not emerge from the exhausted, demoralized, and compromised European states
of his youth. Their moment was over. The question was whether the Americans or the
Russians would seize the European prize. If America won, then Western civilization had a

chance; if Russia won, then the communist night would be hardly less dark than the Nazis’.

In 1952, Strausz-Hup¢ authored what he considered the most original of his works, titled The
Estrangement of Western Man in Europe and The Zone of Indifference in the United States.
His depiction of Europe was stark. While the old continent was the primary battleground of
the Cold War, as it had been for the preceding conflicts, the Europeans themselves, “categories
of the defeated,” were weak: “its most ancient nations are rent by internecine conflict ... it
doubts itself.” The issue was whether for the long haul the arrangements made by the United
States to rescue Europe from its weakness, including NATO, could count upon “a community
of devotion, a culture.” The answer was “yes” if Western civilization remained whole, marked
by converging cultural developments between Europe and the United States. Did they share
similar ideas of freedom, justice, law? Did their “social mind” share personal, interpersonal

and social conceptions?

After positing the triumphs of a West that was shaped by Greece, Rome, Christianity, and
geography into a distinctive culture, Strausz-Hupé traced its sudden, dramatic decline: its
geographic shrinkage in the face of a resurgent Asia (Soviet Russia qualified as “half Asiatic”)
but most important the disjuncture between its technology and its spirit. Formed in agrarian
societies, Western values now stood assailed by the very products of technological prowess:
mass organization, impersonal machinery, atomized societies. If the sources of its living
culture dried up, then superior technology would not long outlast it. “Man may master even
vaster natural resources; he may no longer master himself,” he wrote.

Strausz-Hupé then described the great dangers for Western culture as a series of imbalances:
the useful division between church and state that, pressed too far, destroyed the “binding
sanction of a transcendental order”; a materialism that in its hubris reduced man to an

engineering problem, exemplified by “positivism, the philosophy of social mathematics and
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hence of perfectly organized boredom”; disintegrationist philosophies that left the individual
at the mercy of his instincts and anxieties and thus prey to the promise of extreme ideologies.
Most of all there loomed the menace of “relativism.” If there was no absolute standard of
morality or truth, there could be no moral code or social order.

Against all of these, America stood resistant. A product of the late Enlightenment, the United
States mastered industrialization without alienating its population from the country’s
founding values, not least of which was “a healthy skepticism toward the intellect.” Western
civilization in the end had come to survive “by the grace of American power.” But if Europe
had succumbed to the absolutes of nationalisms that filled the void of religious faith, then
America had also failed to reconstruct the West on a sound basis. “Wilsonianism” through
Versailles “extended the Balkans into the center of Europe.” Thus, the ills afflicting Europe
were reinforced by American intervention. Neither Europe nor the United States could afford
another such mistake.

Strausz-Hupé argued that, after 1945, there were but two choices. One was to concentrate
power in an American imperium with Europe as a province. No matter how kind the master,
Strausz-Hupé believed that the relationship would corrupt both America and Europe. Besides,
the Americans were simply not cut out to do it. The other, better alternative was to reintegrate
the Western community through social reconciliation at home and a federal system that
allowed for autonomy among the variegated parts of Europe, “building down rather than
vertical integration ... opposing the growth of shapeless gigantism.” The great task was “to
find the common ground upon which the leading powers of Europe, Great Britain and France,
can join hands in the making of European unity.” Germany could not but follow, and a
successful Western Europe, secured against Soviet intimidation and communist subversion by
the Atlantic Alliance, would ultimately shake Central and Eastern Europe loose from the
unsustainable Russian grip.

Strausz-Hupé recognized the obstacles to this second choice in Europe itself and was
particularly solicitous of Britain’s difficulties. Yet the absence of England would leave that
proud country a second-rate, isolated power and simultaneously reduce the European
experiment to a “functional” economic unity that fell well short of redemption. He appealed
for statesmanship. A Europe united along his lines would “possess the military power to insure
its security and to share with the United States the burden of Western defense the world over.”

Strausz-Hupé concluded Estrangement with an appeal for cultural and intellectual change.

Scientism and irrational hankering for absolutist “laws” of human nature had to be discarded.
Room had to be made for faith, a religious dimension to life.
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These ideas, which seem so current now, give a prophetic quality to Strausz-Hupé’s least
known work. Employing elements of his own experience, his vast reading of history, an
unusual excursion into sociology and an already astounding mastery of international politics,
the book was also distinguished by an entrancing style. Strausz-Hupé’s orotund, nineteenth-
century cadences were punctuated by a mordant wit. The Estrangement of Western Man
offers the bedrock of Strausz-Hupé’s moral and political philosophy. His later writings would
draw upon its ideas, although usually expressed in less sophisticated form. He had found the
key problems, isolated the choices and offered the vision. Strausz-Hupé would spend the rest
of his life educating others to these truths. He was not yet fifty.

The Foreign Policy Research Institute and Protracted Conflict

Strausz-Hupé did not find the new Eisenhower administration or the American foreign policy
establishment particularly hospitable to his ideas. He did not care for John Foster Dulles’
blend of moralism and legalism and was critical of America’s overemphasis on nuclear
weapons in its defense strategy. He strongly opposed Eisenhower’s humiliation of the British
and French in the Suez crisis, arguing that it badly harmed NATO and added fuel to de
Gaulle’s case against the alliance. The German revolt (1953), the Hungarian uprising (1956),
and Khrushchev’s “deStalinization” campaign all confirmed his views about Russia’s tenuous
hold on Eastern Europe and the chronic malfunctioning of the Soviet system. But the West was
not winning the Cold War and its technical lead in weapons was being fiercely challenged by
Soviet achievements such as the Sputnik space launch in 1957.

Strausz-Hupé’s own vision, along with his wide range of political and academic contacts and
his dissatisfaction with American policy, led him to create a new institution. In 1955, he
persuaded the University of Pennsylvania and the Smith Richardson Foundation to establish
the Foreign Policy Research Institute. Its central idea was to bring the best of scholarship to
bear on international problems, offering a new sense of strategy that integrated “the long

view” with current policy.

The Institute assembled under its auspices top-ranking academics, many of whom had
Washington experience, to describe the issues and debate a course of action. Government
officials were also sometimes present. Dr. James Dougherty, then a graduate student at Penn
recalled elegant dinners held under the solemn gazes of ancient Pharaohs at the University of
Pennsylvania Museum of Archeology and Anthropology or at the posh Cosmos Club in
Washington, with Strausz-Hupé presiding over free-ranging discussion among the Institute
Associates, as the participants were called. Frequently the ideas became articles or books.
Among the original luminaries were Hans Kohn, the great historian of nationalism; William
Y. Elliot of Harvard, a founder of the CIA; William R. Kintner, then head of the Army’s
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Planning Staff and later to be Institute Director; and, among the younger set, Henry Kissinger
and James Schlesinger. Reflecting Strausz-Hupé’s broad outlook, the Associates also included
economists (notably Lawrence Krause of Brookings) and regional specialists. After the initial
grant, the Institute relied on the A. W. Mellon Foundation in Pittsburgh (in particular, Adolph
Schmidt and later R. Daniel MacMichael) plus the occasional government contract (usually
classified) to make its way.

As a full professor, Strausz-Hupé could devote only part of his time to the Institute. Yet the
output of the organization was astonishing, producing a dozen books and innumerable articles
over its first decade. In 1957, not content with Foreign Affairs in New York, where he never
published an article, Strausz-Hupé began Orbis, a quarterly journal that in those days

contained an anonymous editorial section he often wrote himself.

The main activity, however, was the development of a strategy for the West to win the Cold
War. Strausz-Hupé and Kintner traveled widely in 195657, gathering information abroad and
then working the results through seminars and consultations. The research unfolded in two
stages: first, the Soviet adversary had to be understood, especially Moscow’s methods of
conducting the conflict; second, a strategy had to be developed that countered Soviet strengths
and exploited their weaknesses.

Strausz-Hupé laid out his objectives in the inaugural issue of Orbis. His essay “The Balance of
Tomorrow” began boldly: “The issue before the United States is the unification of the globe
under its leadership within this generation.” He concluded no less boldly: “The mission of the
American people is to bury the nation-states, lead their bereaved peoples into larger unions
and overcome with its might the would-be saboteurs of the new order who have nothing to
offer mankind but putrefying ideology and brute force... .” Reread today, the essay still
pulsates with urgency. Strausz-Hupé had clearly shifted from his 1952 alternative of a federal
Europe toward the other, less attractive but more likely concept of an American empire.
Doubtless the Suez crisis and the near collapse of France over the Algerian crisis suggested that
the Europeans were simply incapable of any initiative.

Strausz-Hupé’s most famous work, Protracted Conflict, published two years later, offered
even more stimulus for action. This book and its subsequent companions, A Forward Strategy
for America (1961) and Building the Atlantic World (1963) were no longer his alone. The
multiple authors reflected both the discussions that gave birth to the concepts and a committee
method for producing books at a rapid clip. Yet no one reading them will mistake the style.
Drafts were written by others but Strausz-Hupé put his rhetorical stamp on the results. As
James Dougherty recalled, the experience could be vigorous. Strausz-Hupé sat at his desk
rewriting extensively while the hapless authors of the draft stood around him, called upon
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occasionally to defend an awkward phrase. The Master took special offense at the adjective
“appropriate” and using verb forms of “implement.” Anything that smacked of scientism
would fall under a withering glare. He replaced the word or phrase then raised his eyes, read it
and said: “um, um?” It took a brave soul to contest his changes.

Protracted Conflict did to the Soviet Union what Geopolitics had done to Nazi Germany. It
outlined the methods by which the Soviets and their allies were conducting a “protracted
conflict” that, in the style of early Islam, posited a realm of peace (the Soviet bloc) off-limits to
democratic influence and a realm of war (the West) to be worn down. There might be periods
of truce, called détente or peaceful coexistence, often dictated by Soviet weakness, but these
were just temporary. (Communist ideology would never permit a real peace.) As by any
measure, the United States and its allies exceeded Soviet strength, Moscow’s strategy would
press conflict short of confrontation while encouraging defeatism in the West through
psychological warfare. (The book’s appendix on such warfare was written by one of Strausz-
Hupé’s close intellectual soul mates, Stefan Possony, a refugee from Hitler’s Germany then
working for the U.S. Air Force. Possony wrote originally under a pseudonym.) Protracted
Contflict’s rhetoric is strident and wide-ranging. Its argument, New York Times columnist C.
L. Sulzberger wrote, “is profound, and its conclusions are direct, logical and terrifying.” The
reader emerges with a view that the Soviets were a many-headed hydra bent on disabling the
West and that the West’s prospects in the late fifties were not very good. Democracies seemed
ill-suited to this subtle warfare and inclined to see the best until too late, when only
increasingly desperate measures could save the day. Protracted Conflict also offers an
extended critique of containment as it had become known, not the “halt and reverse” ideas of
the Forrestal-Acheson era but the passive “wait ’til they strike” strategy that allowed the
Soviets great tactical mobility. Not surprisingly, Acheson himself endorsed the book, as did a
host of other luminaries including Kissinger. As Strausz-Hupé¢ said years later, the book
proved popular because it struck a public nerve already there.

A Forward Strategy for America, finished in November 1960 and published in 1961, included
some of the same thinking, although it reads much more like a committee project. It proposed
to counter protracted conflict tactics with pressure all along the Soviet periphery while making
solid the edifices of Western unity and military strength. An active Western tactic along these
lines would force the communists to make strategic decisions that passive containment did
not. Bereft of tactical flexibility and confronted by superior force, the Soviet threat could be
defeated by the West. The authors insisted that American strategy “must be based upon the
premise that we cannot tolerate the survival of a political system which has both the growing
capability and the ruthless will to destroy us.” Forward Strategy thus advocated what we
would call today “regime change.”
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The finale of the trilogy, Building the Atlantic World, emerged in 1963. Authored by the
familiar cast of Strausz-Hupe, Dougherty, and Kintner, the book draws on favorite ideas from
a platoon of contributors, many of whom attended an FPRI conference on the North Atlantic
Community held in Bruges, Belgium (1957). Its progenitor included a study on U.S. policy
contracted by the Senate Foreign Relations Committee; the preface includes a quote from the
committee’s Chairman J. W. Fulbright. The book issued a clarion call dear to Strausz-Hupé:
the transformation of NATO into a model for Hans Kohn’s “age of global history,” the
passing of the nation-state system into a supranational unity. If NATO did not founder on the
complexities of nuclear strategy, the United States had the chance to consolidate the Atlantic
(Western) world, thus permanently weighting the balance of power against the Soviets. This
ought to be, the authors argued, the highest American international objective. Otherwise,

“Western disunity supplies the openings for communist penetration.”
Eclipse

Strausz-Hupé rode high in the years 1959-63. His books were widely acclaimed and his
professorship at Penn one of the University’s crown jewels. Moreover, the public mood seemed
most receptive to his thinking. As he noted ruefully later, the new Kennedy administration,
like Eisenhower’s in 1953, voiced the rhetoric of a more active American prosecution of the
Cold War across all fronts. The evidence suggests that Strausz-Hupé expected big things.
When Protracted Conflict was reissued in paperback in 1963, it contained an epilogue (written
before the Cuban Missile Crisis) that carefully praised Kennedy for increasing the defense
budget despite the absence of an immediate crisis. This was always a Strausz-Hupé litmus test

of political courage in a democracy.

Yet within three years Strausz-Hupé would write In My Time, making no reference to either
FPRI or the book trilogy. The preface says, “My barque will never float again;” the last
chapter offers a somewhat weary philosophical digression from a man who, at age sixty-two,
saw his career as over. Meanwhile, even his work at the University was imperiled as both his

methods and FPRI came under increasing criticism.

What had happened? The answer lay in the rapid shift of American politics following the
Cuban Missile Crisis, the Kennedy assassination, the presidential election of 1964, and the
Vietnam War. In 1962, Strausz-Hupé’s ideas were center-right, counting many Democrats and
Republicans; by 1964 he was cast as right-right, a discredited Goldwater adherent.

Strausz-Hupé always thought that the risk of nuclear war in the Cuban Missile Crisis had been

grossly exaggerated by pro-Kennedy propagandists who sought to disguise the real cost of the
settlement for the United States. Like Eisenhower, whose conversation with Kennedy was
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captured on a recently revealed Oval Office recording, Strausz-Hupé thought the Kremlin
would never trade Moscow for Havana. American nuclear superiority ensured that much;
otherwise why would Khrushchev have put nuclear missiles in Cuba? Yet the United States
had secured a removal of the missiles only at the cost of guaranteeing Castro’s tenure. At that
time, very few Americans knew that Kennedy had also agreed to the withdrawal of American
missiles from Turkey, something concealed for years.

After the crisis, the Kennedy administration abruptly shifted course, seeking a détente with the
USSR based on a nuclear arms agreement. This was completely antithetical to Strausz-Hupé’s
approach: he deemed American military superiority to be fundamental. Arms control
agreements created a misleading balm that left Moscow free to meddle politically elsewhere.
Increased American involvement in Southeast Asia, the other main U.S. effort, might be
justified if it succeeded in repelling yet another communist subversion. But neither arms
control nor Vietnam constituted the main theater, which remained Europe.

In 1964, Strausz-Hupé found a ready recipient for his ideas in the Goldwater campaign, and he
emerged as a strong public supporter of the candidate. The Johnson campaign, however,
succeeded easily in portraying Goldwater as a dangerous extremist. The Republican was
repudiated in a landslide.

Strausz-Hupé was now typecast as a man whose ideas might lead to nuclear confrontation
with the USSR. Senator Fulbright, so lauded in Building the Atlantic World, began his
opposition to Vietnam, which would expand to a critique of containment and pave the way
for McGovern’s “Come Home America.” Fulbright attacked Strausz-Hupé by name. On the
University campus, increasing unrest focused on classified research performed for the
government; the FPRI was a major target. Finally, the hated “scientism” had made its way into
the Political Science Department. History, philosophy, and case studies were out; statistics,
logical positivism, and moral neutrality were in. By the late sixties, Strausz-Hupé was an
increasingly isolated figure at Penn and his creation, the Foreign Policy Research Institute, was
itself under attack, eventually becoming independent of the university in 1970— in his view a
necessary though regrettable decision.

Revival

In the very year that began Strausz-Hupé’s eclipse he unknowingly planted the seed of his
revival. In 1962, Orbis featured his magisterial article on “The Sino-Soviet Tangle and U.S.
Policy.” It was Strausz-Hupé at his best. He argued eloquently that reports of ideological
disagreement between Moscow and Beijing were either exaggerated or, in any event, did not

matter much. On the ground, where it counted, both communist states continued their efforts
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to undo the West. Yet there was another angle: Marxist-Leninism had a weak spot, its
defective analysis of nationalism. Russian encouragement of Chinese revolutionary
independence might backfire, especially because Tsarist conquests of the last century were
deeply resented in China.

Strausz-Hupé noted that if the West were to play the geopolitics of the balance of power
between the Soviet Union and Maoist China, ideological preconceptions should be abandoned.
As in nineteenth-century Europe, the swing power would choose the weaker, not the stronger,
with whom to ally. That dictated China rather than Russia as America’s choice of temporary
partner, although both were morally reprehensible. He concluded, “The responsible statesman
cannot dismiss these considerations out-of-hand, however distasteful he may find them.”

Strausz-Hupé’s article attracted the attention of a then-failed politician, former vice president
Richard Nixon, who had also been impressed earlier by Protracted Conflict. In October 1967,
Nixon published “Asia After Vietnam” in Foreign Affairs, which hinted at what became his
revolutionary policy to exploit Sino-Soviet differences. The article’s reasoning closely
resembled that of Strausz-Hupé’s, especially its approbation of the Atlantic Community, its
recognition of the rise of Asia and its argument that China might have its own independent

role to play.

When Nixon narrowly won the 1968 election, Strausz-Hupé’s career suddenly brightened. The
posting he got from Nixon (helped by Republican operative Bryce Harlow) was originally
supposed to be Ambassador to Morocco. But Senator Fulbright blocked the confirmation of a
man he described as “the very epitome of the hard-line, no compromise”; Strausz-Hupé’s
record of supporting Israel in the 1967 War was enough to put off King Hassan’s government.
It proved another stroke of luck. Denied the Moroccan appointment, he missed the king’s
42nd birthday party in July 1971, where one hundred guests including the French ambassador
(but not the king) were killed in a coup attempt.

Strausz-Hupé’s own preference was not an embassy at all but rather the National Security
Advisor position that Nixon gave to Henry Kissinger. The deciding factor, Strausz-Hupé told
me, was his view on Vietnam. Strausz-Hupé had advised Nixon that the United States should
take the war to the North and get it finished, or abandon what appeared an endless morass
deeply dividing the country and gravely weakening it against the real threat, the Soviet Union.
Nixon had seemed to agree, but Strausz-Hupé¢ later became convinced that the widely
published idea of “Vietnamizing the war” associated with Nelson Rockefeller and Kissinger

was closer to Nixon’s real view.
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One wonders whether Strausz-Hupé would have worked well as National Security Advisor.
He was already sixty-five and had never been much of an administrator or a committee man.
At Penn, Strausz-Hupé evinced little enthusiasm for academic intrigue. The cutthroat world of
Washington politics would not have caught him at his strengths. I sense that he understood
this, yet he always felt that he could have done more than diplomatic work.

Ambassador

Blocked by Fulbright on Morocco, Strausz-Hupé was nominated successfully for Ceylon (Sri
Lanka) with the help of Col. Alexander M. Haig, Jr., Kissinger’s military assistant. Thus
began a diplomatic career that stretched over two decades, ending in 1989, when he was
eighty-six years old. He went from Ceylon to Belgium, thence to Sweden, and in 1975 he
achieved the summit of his expectations, U.S. Ambassador to the NATO Council. Strausz-
Hupé conducted important business at several of these posts. Among other things, he
negotiated with Britain for America’s use of Diego Garcia as a military base. At NATO, he
became an early advocate of deploying U.S. Pershing II missiles against the Soviet build-up of
SS-20s, designed to prevent NATO’s reinforcement capability, which was crucial to the
Alliance’s military strategy and political cohesion.

During these years, Strausz-Hupé made important contacts. He hosted Governor and Mrs.
Reagan in Brussels; the future president was a wholehearted admirer of Protracted Conflict. At
NATO, he worked closely with General Alexander M. Haig, Jr., then Supreme Commander,
who was also instrumental in securing for Strausz-Hupé his last embassy in Turkey in 1981.

Strausz-Hupé surprised everyone with his diplomatic facility. He told me once that he had to
do some acting. In the United States, he was “the barefoot boy from Newtown Square saying
things so simple even Washington could understand them.” Abroad, in an embassy full of
Foreign Service officers naturally resentful of a political appointee, Strausz-Hupé pretended to
be the absent-minded professor. Thus underestimated, he could sort out quickly the
trustworthy from those who were not. Of one Deputy Chief of Mission he observed. “He
attempted to make me his enemy but he did not succeed.” Nonetheless, it could not have been
entirely easy. Strausz-Hupé was not accustomed to checking with others or informing
subordinates in detail when one of his plans was underway. Sometimes he preferred to be the
sole junction between foreign officials and his superiors in Washington. But his cables made
good reading and were widely circulated.

Strausz-Hupé also astonished his hosts. The late Sri Lankan Prime Minister Bendaranaike was

an ardent socialist not fond of America. The Swedish leader Olaf Palme epitomized a
flamboyant anti-Americanism. Strausz-Hupé charmed both by locating a common interest,
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whether it was dental trouble, tennis, or modern philosophy, then took it from there. Policies
may not have changed, but he reduced the heat and gained a respectful hearing for U.S.
positions.

Gerald Ford’s defeat in 1976 cut short Strausz-Hupé’s career at NATO before he could do
much work, an immense disappointment. Yet there were real satisfactions, especially in the
turnabout of his reputation on Capitol Hill. At his confirmation hearing for the NATO post,
Strausz-Hupé was delighted when Senator Hubert Humphrey moved a resolution of approval
saying that “Robert Strausz-Hupé was the right man in the right place at the right time.” As he
remarked after the hearing, patience in politics is sometimes a great virtue if you have the
patience for it.

In 1977, Strausz-Hupé returned to White Horse Farms in Newtown Square, the home he and
Eleanor had fixed up so many years before. He had been working on “Maxims,” several dozen
of which appeared in the now-defunct transatlantic literary magazine Encounter even while he
was ambassador. (Many more were published in Orbis during the 1990s.) These were acute
observations: “It is more difficult to unravel a half-truth than to spot a falsehood. Only fools
tell complete lies.” “To govern is to make no more decisions than necessary.” “The best
conservative causes have been lost by inflexibility, and the best liberal ones by vacillation.” But
he was far from finished as a diplomat. He had become close friends with General Haig, who
spent a year at the FPRI after retiring from NATO. As Reagan’s first Secretary of State, Haig

supported Strausz-Hupé’s nomination to become ambassador to Turkey.

It was a troubled time for that crucial NATO ally. The Turkish military had overthrown a
corrupt and incompetent civilian leadership, putting its government at odds over human rights
and civil liberties with its NATO partners at a critical moment of the Cold War. As Strausz-
Hupé wrote: “The junta and Washington had suspended all diplomatic relationships except
for routine matters.” President Reagan’s instructions were brief: “Keep Turkey with us.”

Toward the end of his life, Strausz-Hupé was collecting material to write about his
experiences, especially the Turkish embassy. Various other sources have given a picture of him
at work. Evidently sensing that his own State Department could not manage the Turkish
generals, indeed could barely understand them, Strausz-Hupé ran interference for the Defense
Department, thereby preserving the relationship through some turbulent times. This got him
into a good deal of trouble with Foggy Bottom. During Reagan’s second term, there was a
determined effort to replace him. The Department chose unwisely to make its case to Reagan
on grounds of age, leading the President to observe that he preferred to have someone in
government older than he himself.
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I spent a few days with the Strausz-Hupés in Ankara in 1983 while on a speaking tour. After
Eleanor died in 1974, Robert had married Maerose Nugara of Sri Lanka, who was a gracious
hostess and keen observer of the guests. The ambassador ran quite a salon. He conducted it as
if he were back at the Institute, choosing a group from all aspects of Turkish life. The
conversation ran freely, and Strausz-Hupé intervened himself only to sharpen a point or
summarize a topic. Later, tired from several hours of repartee, I sought to nap. The eighty-
year-old Strausz-Hupé was deeply disappointed that I could not join him for a vigorous game
of late afternoon tennis.

Another account comes from the celebrated American playwright Arthur Miller, who led a
delegation of PEN writers to investigate civil liberties in Turkey. To Miller’s surprise, Strausz-
Hupé readily conceded that things could be better, but here they were discussing freedom
freely. The Turks wanted to improve; that was most significant. But Miller and company
wanted something more exciting and eventually they got it. As the overly lubricated celebrities
took their leave, one created a scene only to be ordered out of the house by an indignant
ambassador.

Strausz-Hupé supported the main lines of Reagan’s foreign policy, which was a lineal
descendent of what he had advocated twenty years before. The Soviet protracted conflict
could be defeated if Western leaders kept the moral issues clear and supported their foreign
policies with superior military forces. Writing in Orbis in 1992, Strausz-Hupé singled out the
deployment of the Pershing IIs, his old NATO project, as a key step that led to strategic

decisions in Moscow.

It could not hope to break down the military and political barrier of containment.... President
Reagan’s policies forced the issue. It was the buildup of NATO’s forces during the years of his
presidency and the consistency of his foreign policies that broke the back of a regime that had
nothing better to offer its people than a stagnant ideology and the lifestyle of the
nomenclature.

Strausz-Hupé, of course, was greatly pleased by the outcome. The Cold War had not been a

pleasant trip, he remarked, but it was well worth the destination. The democracies had outrun
the Soviets after all.

The Last Hurrahs
Strausz-Hupé’s diplomatic career ended in 1989. He left an unpublished brief fragment,

written in 1996, that summed up his own years of his diplomatic achievements. These included
critical intelligence on the then-secret relationship between the Sri Lankan government and
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that of Indian Prime Minister Indira Ghandi; the lease on Diego Garcia; the F-16 deal with
Turkey, two major air bases, and a salvaged relationship that kept Turkey in NATO. At
eighty-six, he felt himself fit for more public service but came to conclude reluctantly that his
age told against him. He returned to Philadelphia, again taking up the post of Distinguished
Diplomat in Residence at FPRI. A Heritage Foundation Fellowship gave him the opportunity
to spend time in Washington.

Although troubled by a heart ailment that forced him to give up tennis, Strausz-Hupé was still
in fighting form, able to lecture for an hour without notes on almost any subject. In
Philadelphia, Strausz-Hupé also had a comfortable home, a loving wife, and intellectual
stimulus at the Institute. As he said to me, he never thought his life would go on so long. What
would he do with the rest of it?

Strausz-Hupé began to write another memoir to cover what In My Time had omitted, notably
his activity at FPRI and the books. In addition, he could review his twenty years of diplomacy.
Yet in short order, he decided not to do it. Perhaps it was too great an effort; something so
personal he would have reserved for his own hand and that hand was no longer so strong.
“There is nothing wrong with me,” he exclaimed once, “except I am ninety-three years old!”

Perhaps there was another reason. Strausz-Hupé did not wish to finish his story. The future
was more interesting “short as my horizon might be.” Approached by a publisher to reissue In
My Time in 1995, Strausz-Hupé wrote a new preface. He noted that he no longer knew the
man he had written about thirty years earlier. What is more, he was no longer interested in
him. His message instead: read this about a man shaped by the old world but remember that
the new world is fundamentally different.

It was indeed the new world that preoccupied him in retirement. “The ascendancy of mass
society” and its impact on foreign policy was the subject. After cobbling together various
grants, he wrote Democracy and American Foreign Policy, published in 1995. Ostensibly an
examination of Alexis de Tocqueville, the brilliant early analyst of American society, it

became Strausz-Hupé’s opportunity to write his final words on a variety of subjects.

How could American foreign policy hope to succeed, given the famous defects Tocqueville had
identified: its lack of secrecy, dispatch, and a distracted public opinion? Strausz-Hupé’s
answer: these defects were “a challenge rather than an irremediable deficiency.” Despite
“inordinate subservience to domestic politics,” the Constitution’s clash of checks and balances
did manage to work, “though scandalously wasteful ...whatever peace there is on the earth is
due to the exertions of its flawed and paradoxical system.” The book then becomes a set of

essays that argue on geopolitical terms that demographic, technological, and ecological
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problems are breaking down the nation-state system. (Years earlier he had called these the
“uninvited guests” at the table of industrialization.) Only the United States could lead the
world toward a new political order, a “federation of the democracies.”

These were ideas directly derived from his writings of forty years earlier, “the balance of
tomorrow” now all the stronger because the Soviet menace had disappeared. Strausz-Hupé
was disappointed in his book’s reception. He was even more disturbed by the course of
American foreign policy following the Cold War which, to him, exhibited most of the bad
habits: a careless self-indulgence and a rising to responsibility only after things had gone badly
wrong. The Balkan crisis reminded him of his youth; he had a sure hand in analyzing the
breakup of Yugoslavia. He recommended an early decisive military intervention so that the

region could be returned to obscurity once more.

As for the big powers, Strausz-Hupé argued for a reversal of alliances. Relations with Russia
should be cultivated, the better to restrain what he feared might be an arrogant Chinese
assertion of Asian hegemony. He also wanted the U.S. to forge an alliance with India, “If,” he
said with a knowing sense of New Delhi’s prickliness, “that is possible.”

The Europeans frustrated him. He regarded the European Union as “a powerful stomach
muscle” but little more, and he discerned in EU-U.S. frictions the old follies of wishing to be
free of the Atlantic Alliance. Strausz-Hupé supported NATO expansion into the old Habsburg
realm but would have stopped at the Baltics. Better not to push the bear too hard. It was
better, too, not to disturb the Germans. “They want to stay at home,” he said once, “and any
policy that encourages them to stay at home is a good one.” Keeping the Turks out of the EU,
on the other hand, was more than stupid. After all, the Ottomans had been part of European
history and the balance of power for centuries. A democratic state of Muslims aspiring to
Western politics and economics was the best antidote to the failed despots and archaic
monarchies of the Arab lands.

Strausz-Hupé remained puzzled to the end of his life by the Holocaust. He knew Austrian and
German anti-Semitism, but such a gigantic moral failure had never seemed in the offing even
in the bad days following World War I which, in his view, were far more severe than the
1930s. He strongly criticized the only institution that he thought might have risen to
civilization’s defense, the Catholic Church. Pius XII was a good diplomat, Strausz-Hupé said,
but the Church had needed a man who would have sacrificed all, including his own person, to
oppose the Holocaust. This was a moral failing that, in his view, ensured the eclipse of
Christianity in postwar Europe, which the current Pope has been anxious to revive by renewed

evangelism.
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Turkey was a favorite subject. Strausz-Hupé thought highly of Turkey’s President Turgut
Ozal and shared his view that the United States should have knocked out Saddam at the end of
the Gulf War. He worked incessantly to promote a “peace pipeline” that would convey
Turkish fresh water to Israel and the Arabian desert, seeking to join the Turks, the Israelis,
and the Saudis in a great functional undertaking that like Monnet’s Coal and Steel
Community, would ease tensions. (Shortly after Strausz-Hupé’s death, Israel did buy some
water from Turkey.) Strausz-Hupé¢, both as ambassador and afterwards, encouraged closer
Turkish-Israeli relations.

Strausz-Hupé gradually became aware that his long life was making of him a semi-legendary
figure. This pleased and amused him. When a former student declared, “Professor Strausz-
Hupeé, you are a legend in your own time,” he leaned on his cane and said with a smile, “You
behold the wreck of the legend”! At his 95th birthday party, hosted by the Institute, he
declared, “the only advantage of great old age is that my critics have fallen silent, one by one,
until only my voice is heard!” Yet he never ceased to be interested in the future. Reminiscence
was interesting. The future mattered.

After 1999, Strausz-Hupé noticed his own weakening, which eventually made it difficult for
him to get out. “I am a victim of my own good health,” he complained. “There are too many
parts inside that should have been removed years ago.” This from a man who smoked
incessantly from age twelve until ninety-two when he finally gave up his favorite thin cigars. A
series of small strokes and heart problems slowed him. Increasing deafness made conversations
sometimes difficult. Still, the mordant humor: when I rang him at hospital once he said he was
attached to a machine. I asked, “What does it do?” “Oh,” he said, “it trolls for money.” Yet,

he continued to work, reading books and writing an occasional short piece.

Strausz-Hupé retained a sharp judgment even in his final days. He recognized that September
11 had ended an era. In a last effort, published posthumously, he saw the war on terrorism as
another protracted conflict. Like the Cold War, it had to be won, not compromised. The
proliferation of nuclear weapons, he had warned in the 1990s, could bring measureless
catastrophe in the wrong hands. Yet he was confident that America would win out. Things

had been worse, much worse, during his lifetime.

Robert Strausz-Hupé died peacefully in his sleep on February 24, 2002. Life, Strausz-Hupé
sometimes remarked, had been kind to him. The “finger of God” was there when he needed it.
He wrote in the 1995 edition of In My Time: “I examined my own life and what history did to
it. | now see it as a bridge between the Europe I left and the America I found, the land in which
the immigrant’s boldest dreams come true.” His story was truly American with a European

accent.

37 | FPRI



Strausz-Hupé was a child of his times. He understood the balance of power and how to
operate it; a League or United Nations held no appeal for him. But after 1914 and 1939, he
wanted desperately to “civilize” the balance, and the only system that could do it was
American-style democratic federalism. America truly was the “world’s last best hope” as
Lincoln said (quoting Thomas Jefferson’s first inaugural speech). As conservatives went,
Strausz-Hupé could not be easily pegged. He was suspicious of absolutism, whether in
political philosophy or political science. He preferred order to chaos, evolution to revolution,
and first class to steerage. Yet Strausz-Hupé had experienced all manner of men. Moral
crusading and rampant do-goodism left him cold and suspicious. He was far more tolerant of
individual weaknesses and variations; vice never surprised him.

Strausz-Hupé’s scholarship stands the test of time. His footnotes are reliable and his work his
own. At the forefront of the multidisciplinary approach, Strausz-Hupé never found in statistics
or the theories imitating the natural sciences a substitute for the hard business of establishing
evidence case by case, essentially the method of historians but pointed toward conclusions

useful for the future.

Any appreciation of Robert Strausz-Hupé must also address the question, what difference did
he make to his chosen objective, a more effective American foreign policy? By his own lights,
he failed once and he succeeded once. He began by exposing the reality about Nazi statecraft
in his pioneering work on geopolitics but had little effect until too late. Determined to prevent
another such outcome, he took upon himself the education of the American people and their

leaders to the realities of protracted conflict with communism.

Unlike so many others who did so much less, Strausz-Hupé wrote, “I will not claim that I have
won the Cold War.” Yet he could certainly claim that without him the blunders would have
been greater, the recovery less assured, and those who led to victory far less informed about
their work. He could have been describing himself when he defined a statesman’s duty: “His is
the task to persuade the people to ’silence their immediate needs with a view of the future.’
The history of democratic foreign policy is the history of men who succeeded or failed at this
task.” Robert Strausz-Hupé was surely a man who succeeded. The history of the Cold War is
the unfolding of a protracted conflict eventually won by the West in a way strikingly similar to
his ideas.

I see him now in my mind’s eye, sitting in his study surrounded by his books, dressed in a
rakish sport coat and ascot. A cup of tea sits on a sideboard, illuminated by the late morning
sun, the art on the walls shaded in half tones. Several newspapers lie at his feet, recent well-
thumbed biographies by his side. We talk of some famous men and some infamous episodes.
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But what of the future? I ask. Does the twenty-first century hold your vision of a new world
arrangement that federates the failed nation-state system into another “long peace” under
American leadership, this time one that avoids a 1914? “A very interesting question,” he would
say. He takes a short puff on his cigar. The face crinkles, the eyes twinkle, and he says in a
slightly English accent, “but not half as interesting as the answer.”
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History and Geography: A Meditation on Foreign Policy and FPRI’s
50th Anniversary

By James Kurth
September 2005

James Kurth is a Senior Fellow at the Foreign Policy Research Institute. He is also Professor of
Political Science Emeritus and Senior Research Scholar at Swarthmore College. He has been a
visiting member of the Institute for Advanced Study (Princeton, N]J), visiting professor of
political science at the University of California at San Diego, and visiting professor of strategy
at the U.S. Naval War College, where he received the Department of the Navy medal for
Meritorious Civilian Service. This essay, the introduction to the Fall 2005 issue of Orbis, was
written on the occasion of FPRI’s 50th Anniversary and reflects on the geopolitical approach
to foreign affairs. It has been lightly edited for inclusion in this volume.

Fifty years ago, the United States was engaged in an epic struggle on a world scale: the Cold
War with the Soviet Union and international communism. At the time, there were two
dominant ways of thinking in America about world affairs. One, the mode of most
practitioners of foreign policy, was pragmatism. Drawing upon a pervasive and long-standing
American philosophical approach, it tended to look at the particulars of each distinct case.
The results were foreign policies and strategies that were usually short-term and often short-
sighted. In 1955, there was considerable evidence—most recently the stalemating of the United
States in the Korean War; the defeat of America’s ally, France, in the Indochinese War; and the
Soviet development of H-bombs—that this approach was no way to win the Cold War.

The second way of thinking, the mode of many scholars of international politics (most notably
Hans Morgenthau), was scientism. This also drew upon a pervasive and long-standing
American philosophical approach: the belief that important problems could be solved by
scientific laws and technical innovations. The results were policy and strategy

recommendations that, however elegant in theory, were too abstract to be helpful in practice.

In 1955, there was also considerable evidence—the U.S. reliance upon abstract nuclear
strategies of massive retaliation and upon largely formal alliance systems, such as the Baghdad
Pact and the South East Asian Treaty Organization—that this approach was also no way to
win the Cold War. Neither pragmatism nor scientism paid much attention to the ways history
and geography shaped the actual realities of the foreign challenges America faced.

It was in this conceptual context that FPRI founder Robert Strausz-Hupé decided that there
was a better way of thinking about world affairs, which was geopolitics. By this, he meant an
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emphasis upon history and geography. Strausz-Hupé knew that America’s greatest adversary,
the Soviet Union, grounded its own foreign policy and strategy in an interpretation of history
and geography, and that the Soviets viewed their struggle against the United States through a
long-term perspective, i.e., they had developed a strategy of protracted conflict. He also
believed that, although communist ideology helped to make the Soviets implacable, it was an
error to try to predict Soviet behavior from communist ideology alone; rather, Soviet foreign
policy and strategy were also greatly shaped by the history and geography of Russian
imperialism. For the United States to prevail in this protracted conflict with the Soviet Union,
it would have to develop its own understanding of history and geography and its own strategy
of protracted conflict.

In order to expound this geopolitical understanding of world affairs, Strausz-Hupé founded
FPRI in Philadelphia in 1955, as an antidote to the twin deformations of pragmatism and
scientism. Drawing upon the best of scholarship, the Institute would perform an educational
role with respect to two audiences. First, it would help to enlighten political leaders and
policymakers about the nature of the protracted conflict, the historical and geographical
realities that shaped it, and how to win it. Second, it would help to educate other opinion-
makers, who in turn would help to inform the wider public. Hence, the debate over American

foreign policy, heretofore limited to a small elite, would be “democratized.”

The world has turned over many times since 1955. The Cold War, the Soviet Union, and
communist ideology are no more, and in large measure this is because the United States did
prove capable of waging a protracted conflict over the long-run. But as most of the articles in
this issue of Orbis attest, America is now engaged in a new protracted conflict on a world
scale, this time with Islamist insurgency and terrorism. In the more distant future, there may
also develop a protracted conflict with the rising economic and military power of China,
although this is not inevitable.

It would be an error to try to predict the behavior of Islamist insurgents and terrorists on the
basis of Islamic theology or even Islamist ideology alone, particularly since Islamists take their
own understanding of their history very seriously. Rather, an American understanding of the
history and geography of the variety of Islamist threats is essential. Similarly, it would be an
error to try to predict Chinese behavior from communist ideology or even from abstract
notions of the Chinese national interest alone. The Chinese certainly take their own
understanding of their history and geography very seriously, and so should we.

[...]

As in 1955 and the fifty years since, so too today and very likely in the fifty years to come,
FPRI will seek to comprehend the world and to aid U.S. foreign policy and strategy. FPRI’s
scholars will pay special attention to those protracted conflicts that make tragedy an enduring
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condition of world affairs. It will do so by contributing a distinctive way of thinking: one that
emphasizes history and geography and focuses on the perennial and the long term, especially
those ideals that sustain the American experiment.
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The New Protracted Conflict

By Robert Strausz-Hupé
April 2002

Robert Strausz-Hupé was the founder of the Foreign Policy Research Institute and its flagship
publication, Orbis. Born in Vienna in 1901, Strausz-Hupé immigrated to the United States
between the wars, serving as foreign advisor to US financial institutions and eventually joining
the faculty at the University of Pennsylvania—where he proved a prolific writer and acute
commentator on world affairs. Strausz-Hupé later served as U.S. Ambassador to multiple
countries, including Sri Lanka, Sweden, Belgium, and Turkey, in addition to NATO. Some of
his works include Geopolitics: The Struggle for Space and Power, Protracted Conflict, and
The Balance of Tomorrow. This essay, his last before his passing in 2002, was published
posthumously as the introduction to the spring 2002 issue of Orbis.

In 1959 1 wrote a book called Protracted Conflict, which became my most popular work.
Perhaps this was because the central idea spoke to the times and because, although a professor,
I did not let too much learning interfere with the theme.

What I proposed was simply that after a dozen years of Cold War between the United States
and the Soviet Union, a pattern was in place that would continue until one side or the other
was transformed. Either the United States would cease to be a democracy or the Soviet Union
would cease to be a Leninist dictatorship. The ideological divide was too deep and wide for
any lasting peace, and while tensions might grow or diminish, these were tactical decisions
dictated by geopolitical convenience, not strategic changes. Try as Western statesmen might to
bridge this divide with detente or, from the Soviet side, with the ideological sleight of hand

called “peaceful coexistence,” the conflict would not end until one side or the other triumphed.

I thought it was supremely important for Americans and their statesmen to understand that we
were in for a “protracted conflict.” This ran against our national preference for quick
solutions and our tendency to believe that goodwill and money would always turn an enemy
into a friend. We would have to stay alert, dispense with illusions about the other side, and

keep ourselves mobilized. It would indeed be a severe test of our democracy to prevail.

There were times when I feared we might persuade ourselves that the conflict was over when it
was not, and that then the dangers would remain or even grow in the face of our weakness.
Many wagered against us, impressed only by our material cravings, political cacophony, and
apparent attachment to foreign policies predicated on avoiding a fight. But they were wrong.
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This was one story with a happy ending. The Soviet Union disappeared and that protracted

conflict was over.

I have never been of an apocalyptic frame of mind, and so the end of the Cold War did not
strike me as the end of history. The last decade, although peaceful and prosperous, was still
disfigured by ethnic slaughter and the ascendancy of hostile doctrines, not least the simple
envy of American success. The American people, led by their government, thought all of this
was very far away. After September 11, we knew that it was not.

This struggle will be difficult and protracted. Our opponents deem us evil and some of them
see an attack on us as the best and shortest route to paradise. This is a formidable stimulus to
action. Terrorism is the instrument of the weak, and many of our adversaries are weak.
Americans still want quick solutions, still like to be liked, and still see force as the very last
resort. Our leaders must keep a psychological balance between despair and euphoria as the
campaign proceeds, as most campaigns do, in fits and starts, on a field of battle obscured by
smoke, some of it rhetorical. There can be no successful foreign policy without semantic
leadership.

Still, we start with several advantages that the Cold War generation lacked. There is no serious
domestic opposition to President Bush’s strategy, at least not yet, no agitation for detente and
no arguments over arms control with our enemy. Furthermore, all the major powers are
ranged on our side. That Vladimir Putin’s Russia has seen fit to ally itself with us is not an
adverse development so long as we do not take it too far out of gratitude, for instance by
extending Moscow a veto over NATO. As for the Atlantic alliance itself, this is another
challenge to its role in a post-Cold War world and one that extends beyond welcome military
solidarity to domestic affairs. Our European allies share with us issues of home security. One
hopes also that this time at least, Turkey’s indispensable contributions— as a member of
NATO and a Muslim state that seeks rather than rejects association with America and the
West— will be recognized. These are all important assets that must be conserved.

My main point, however, is that this protracted conflict, like the last one, will end only when
one side vanquishes the other. Either the United States, at the head of the international order—
such as it is— will forfeit its leadership, or international terrorists and the states who use them
will find violence against innocent civilians a tactic too dangerous to be used.

I have lived long enough to see good repeatedly win over evil, although at a much higher cost

than need have been paid. This time we have already paid the price of victory. It remains for

us to win it.
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What Do We Mean by the West?

By William H. McNeill
Fall 1997

William H. McNeill taught bistory at the University of Chicago from 1947 to 1987. During
that time be wrote many books, the most important of which were The Rise of the West: A
History of the Human Community (1963), Plagues and Peoples (1976), Pursuit of Power (1982)
and, in retirement, Keeping Together in Time (1995). Based on his keynote address to FPRI’s
History Institute on “America and the ldea of the West” held in Bryn Mawr, Pennsylvania, on
June 1-2, 1996, this text has been revised for publication by the author and the then-editor of
Orbis, Walter McDougall.

The subject today is the meaning of “the West” in the sense of Western Civilization. The first
and most obvious point to make is that the meaning of the West is a function of who is using
the word. Those who feel themselves to be part of the West—who think of the West as
“we”—will surely have flattering things to say about their civilization. Those who think of the
West as the “other” are likely to define it in less flattering terms. The basic meaning of the
word is “where the sun sets”—one of the cardinal directions. Chinese geomancers drafted
elaborate and codified rules about what that direction meant as opposed to the East, North, or
South. But we in the West have nothing so precise as the Chinese: to us the West connotes all

sorts of characteristics desired by some, eschewed by others.

In the United States, for instance, the West conjures up the Wild West of our historic frontier,
a place of freedom, open spaces, new starts, and a certain manliness. But it was also a place
where danger, loneliness (largely due to the paucity of women), and lawlessness often
prevailed. At the same time, Americans have habitually embraced a contradictory meaning of
the West. For inasmuch as all North America was the West vis-a-vis the Old World that
colonists and later immigrants had left behind, the West was considered a “more perfect”
place conducive, not to danger and lawlessness, but to liberty, equality, and prosperity.
Americans were “new men under new skies,” as Frederick Jackson Turner proclaimed.

And yet, at the same time, Americans undeniably brought much of the Old World with them
to the New. Hence, whatever qualities were to be found in both worlds tended to unite them
and bespeak a broader notion of the West. At first, it encompassed the Atlantic littoral of
Europe (the British Isles, Scandinavia, the Low Countries, France, and Iberia) plus America. In
time, it came to encompass Australia, New Zealand, and all other European overseas
settlements. The West, therefore, could be imagined as a civilization independent of locale.
Finally, one hears today of a West that includes not only nations populated by European
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stock, but also non-Western nations that have assimilated Western institutions, techniques,

and to some extent values: Japan, for instance.

What the West means in a given context, therefore, depends entirely upon who is invoking the
term and for what purpose. But it is fair to say that virtually all definitions of Western
Civilization drew a line somewhere across Europe placing Germany (at times), Poland and
Eastern Europe (at times), and Russia and the Balkans (at all times) beyond the pale of
Western civilization. A Briton might joke that “the Wogs begin at Calais,” a Frenchman dub
the Rhine the frontier of civilization, a German insist that “at the Ringstrasse the Balkans

b

begin,” and a Pole that Asia begins with the westernmost Orthodox church; but wherever

drawn, that line is the most enduring political/cultural demarcation in the history of Europe.

The meanings we give to the West today, in the United States, are by and large translated from
the usage of Western Europeans in the late nineteenth century: the era when the British and
French colonial empires bestrode the world and Germany and Italy were, by comparison,
marginalized. But the outskirts of this Anglo-French core—Germany to the east and America
to the west—might demand to be recognized as part of the West at the same time as they
rivaled Western Europe for power and influence. The story of Western Civilization in the
twentieth century, in fact, might be organized around the theme of the alternative visions of
Western Civilization that Germany and the United States each pressed, by force, on the Euro-
Atlantic core.

Perhaps the most profitable way to proceed, therefore, is to trace so far as possible where this
Western European self-conception came from, how it was received in the United States around
the turn of this century, and how it was subsequently embodied in our own high school and

college curricula.
The Classical Cradle

The birth of a concept of a West as opposed to an East can be dated exactly to events that
occurred on either side of the Aegean Sea in the years 480 and 479 BCE. That may seem
exceedingly strange—to wit, that the West of Anglo-French imagination sprang from a Persian
imperial invasion of Greece some 2,500 years ago—but it is nonetheless so. The army of the
Persian Empire crossed the Hellespont to assault a ragged confederacy of some twenty-odd
city-states. The imperial side deployed perhaps 60,000 professional soldiers with an abundant
supply train stretching fifteen hundred miles. The Hellenic side could field mere militia forces
composed of citizen-soldiers. And yet, against all odds and apparent reason, the Empire lost
and the militias won. That they did so posed a logical quandary even for the Greeks. But the
classical answer offered by Herodotus was simply that free men fight better than “slaves.”
This classical explanation of Greece’s deliverance was so powerful, persuasive, and it must be
said, flattering to the Greeks that it echoed throughout the rest of Mediterranean antiquity.
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The only life worth living, it held, was that of a free citizen who might take part in the public
deliberations that affected his fate up to and including the risk of death in battle in defense of
freedom. So mighty was this ideal that it survived the conquest of the city-states themselves
and entered into the public consciousness of their conquerors, Macedon first, and then Rome.
And even though those empires liberated the Greeks themselves from their internecine
warfare, the Greeks never ceased to mourn their lost freedom.

The republican spirit born of the love—and power—of liberty pervaded most of the classical
texts that have come down to us: not only the histories of Herodotus, Tacitus, and Livy, but
the oratory of Demosthenes, Cicero, and Cato, and the theater and poetry of Greece and
Rome. The same spirit burst forth again in Renaissance Italy when city-states similar to those
of the ancients reemerged, and in time it came to infuse the educational systems of all western
Europe thanks to the Humanist revival of the classics. Indeed, that spirit could still be descried
in the early twentieth century, playing on the minds and the feelings of Europe’s elites, calling
them to honor its collectivized ideal of heroic virtue.

I say “collectivized” because the republican spirit always extolled, not personal heroism, but
heroism and sacrifice in the service of polity and country. To live, and perhaps to die, for the
patria was the only way to fulfill human destiny in its most complete sense. So it was that the
French revolutionaries would consciously imitate the Roman Republic, nineteenth-century
Germans consider their land the modern equivalent of ancient Greece, and the British Empire

invoke the universality and virtues of ancient Rome.

But the phrase “so it was” is a loaded one. It may indeed appear natural that Renaissance Italy
would notice its resemblance to Classical Greece, but trans-Alpine Europe was a region of
dynastic territorial states, even national kingdoms, and thus hardly an analog to the original
West of Athens, Sparta, and republican Rome. What is more, the Christian heritage, which
was much stronger in northern Europe than in Italy (“the nearer the papacy, the farther from
God,” quipped Machiavelli), was utterly at odds with the heroic republican ideal of antiquity.
The Church taught obedience and humility as the paths to holiness and salvation, and a life
and death given to God, not the state. How was it then, that republican virt[ue] born at
Thermopylae and reborn in Italy’s glorious quattrocento, in effect inspired the West as
nineteenth-century English and French defined it?

The West of the Renaissance

To address that question, however inadequately in a short talk, we must stretch our minds
back beyond even Athens and Sparta to the megalithic cultures of the second millennium BCE.
Little is known about them and their mysterious monuments, but it is clear that they spread
around the shores of Europe from the Mediterranean to the North Atlantic, carrying with
them the message that when a human being died, the soul migrated west to the Isles of the
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Blessed, to follow the sun and, like the sun, to rise once again. This doctrine of immortality
most likely originated in Egypt, but it took root among many peoples, the Celts especially.

In time, of course, an overlay of Christianity obscured the older megalithic cultures of Western
Europe, but the dream of the West as a sort of heaven, the place one goes to escape the
crowding, pain, and heartaches of mortal life in an imperfect East, lived on. To the peoples
residing near the coast of Atlantic Europe folk wisdom taught that the West is always a better
place, a place whither one’s ancestors went, a place to be reborn.

To view the East as impure, even dark, could not have clashed more sharply with the early
Christian aphorism ex oriente lux: enlightenment comes from the east, the land of the rising
sun. And indeed the initial political cleavage between a self-conscious West and East dates
from the division of the Roman Empire under Constantine, the first Christian emperor, in the
fourth century CE, and the removal of the imperial capital from Rome to Constantinople
(Byzantium). Within a century and a half the Western Roman Empire fell before the
barbarians, but the Eastern Roman (or Byzantine) Empire survived for a thousand years as a
center of power, wealth, and Classical culture.

The West, by comparison, was laggard, poor, and soon divided into semi-civilized Germanic
or Celtic kingdoms. Even after Charlemagne revived the Western empire in the late eighth
century, Western Europeans remained threadbare country cousins to the magnificent,
grandiose Byzantines. And yet, as is always the case when less “civilized” peoples encounter
comparatively richer, mightier, and more highly skilled cultures, the West felt a deep
ambivalence toward the East. Yes, those “Greeks”—as they referred to the Byzantines—may
be grander than we in material terms, but they are also decadent, corrupt—and heretical. For
whatever its other shortcomings, the Catholic West could boast of the papacy and the
maintenance of true religion and virtue. The pope, as successor to Peter the Prince of the
Apostles, was the guardian of correct Christian doctrine both in theory and, as ecumenical
councils invariably recognized, in practice as well. The papacy, therefore, became the sole
principle of unity and authority and the focus of consciousness and self-assertion in Catholic
Europe, and the line that resulted from the peripatetic activity of missionaries from Rome on
the one hand and Byzantium on the other came to divide Europe more deeply and lastingly
than any geographical, ethnic, political, or economic one. The West meant Latin, Catholic
Christendom, and a balance between church and state; the East meant Greek Orthodoxy and

caesaropapism.

But however much the reach of papal authority defined the West, the very tension between
spiritual and secular authority in a disunified West meant that the papacy had to cope with
enemies within. The Holy Roman Empire, ruled by Charlemagne’s heirs, embodied the
imperial principle in the West; the autonomous city-states of Northern Italy (that grew rich,
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ironically, off the Crusades) embodied the republican principle, and both opposed papal
pretensions to Western unity based on a hierarchical church and dogmatic faith. Their long-
simmering rivalries boiled over in the Renaissance and split all northern Italy into the warring
camps of the propapal Guelfs and proimperial Ghibellenes, purporting to incarnate the civic
humanism of the ancients.

What made the conflicts of Renaissance Italy of surpassing importance to Europe and the
world was that the Italians of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries were the cultural,
intellectual, and, not least, economic leaders of all Europe and the Mediterranean (the
Byzantine Empire having shrunk to a rump besieged by the Turks). The Italian project was
nothing less than to organize the western promontory of the Eurasian landmass into a single,
integrated market economy through commerce, specialized production, new credit
mechanisms and new means of mobilizing capital such as the joint-stock company. The city-
states themselves pioneered tax systems that allowed them to mobilize relatively enormous
resources, floating public debt that allowed them to amortize the cost of wars and public
works over decades, and efficient new political/military administrations that magnified the
power of civil government (in Florence and Venice at least; in Milan the military escaped

civilian control).

This was the achievement—this congeries of skills enhancing power and wealth—that
accounts for the otherwise anomalous fascination for things Italian that gripped trans-Alpine
Europe from the fifteenth to seventeenth centuries. The kingdoms of Spain (and through
Spain, the Low Countries), France, and England imported Italian methods and so developed
such powerful central monarchies that the Italian city-states themselves were soon eclipsed.
The French invasion of 1494 sounded the death knell for Italian independence, and yet the
wars that followed only hastened the diffusion of Italian knowledge to the north and west of
Europe, including the Classics, the ancient philosophies about how to lead a good life, the
ideal of collective patriotic effort in war and in peace, a curiosity about (and glorification of)

the natural world, and the pursuit of Humanist, not strictly Christian, virtue.

Not surprisingly, this spreading and eager embrace of what appeared to be secular values
provoked a backlash among the pious. We call it the Reformation, and it occurred just where
one would expect, in the region of Europe that had not absorbed nor benefited from the new
Italian ways of life, but in fact felt exploited by them: Germany. Luther thus represented a
reactionary movement, but even so, he and Calvin employed Humanist literary techniques in
their effort to elevate the authority of Scripture. The imperatives of survival in the so-called
Religious Wars that lasted more than 150 years then forced Protestant and Catholic states
alike to learn and use the tools of power forged in the Renaissance. But the concepts of
citizenship and republican virtue were the special province of Calvinists, first in Geneva, then
in the Dutch Republic, and in Cromwellian England.
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All the while, of course, the great Age of Exploration, the invention of printing, and all the
discoveries of the Scientific Revolution gradually persuaded Western Europeans, for the first
time in history, that they might actually know more than the ancients, and if so, know more
than anyone in the world! To be sure, those annoying Ottoman Turks seemed to belie this new
Western conceit. The largest and most enduring of the “gunpowder empires” of the Early
Modern centuries, Ottoman Turkey swallowed almost all of Araby, Byzantium, and the
Balkans, and cast its shadow over Central Europe. A religious interpretation of the Ottoman
phenomenon might dismiss it, not as a sign of Western inferiority, but as God’s scourge for the
sins of the Christians. Certainly, neither the Turks nor the Europeans believed they had aught
to learn from the other and an intense mutual disregard was their preferred posture. But
whether one viewed the Turks as punitive agents of God or (like Voltaire) as an interesting, if
frightening Asian apparition, no Westerner doubted that his civilization was freer, truer, and
in the long run stronger than that of the East, notwithstanding the fact that Protestants and
Catholics within the West fought for differing definitions of freedom, truth, and strength.

Birth of the Anglo-French West

Now, so far as the future United States is concerned, the intense (or intensifying) conflict
between a definition of the West based on republican virtue and liberty, and a definition based
on true doctrine as upheld by the papacy, threw up two major landmarks. They are utterly
familiar to Anglo-American audiences, but still worth recalling. The first was the series of
English Revolutions from 1640 to 1660 and 1688. In one sense these were as reactionary as
Luther’s revolt in that they rejected the efficient “modern” royal government crafted by the
Tudors and Stuarts in the name of Parliament’s medieval powers, not to mention sectarian
strife. Yet in another sense, by one of those slights of hand by which history is so often turned
inside out, after 1688 the “reactionaries” in Parliament invented what amounted to an entirely
new kind of sovereignty in what came to be known as Great Britain. It was government by
consent of the taxpayers, representative government that asserted rights over the crown and
thus preserved a private sphere for differences of religion and much besides, that made private
property sacred and thus pulled the sting from the arbitrary tax collector, and that rested,
though a monarchy still, on a vigorous dose of republican virtue and liberty. For the English
system could not have functioned for a season without the recognition by the enfranchised
possessing classes that they must pay, they must serve, as the legal forms of parliamentary
consent prescribed. The Glorious Revolution proved to be a remarkably effective compromise
that preserved a broad zone of personal freedoms and security against the power of the state,
yet permitted the state to mobilize the nation for common action under parliamentary cabinet

government.

So successful was Britain in its wars, mostly with France, after 1688, and so alluring was its

economic expansion, that the British system became a model for many other European
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reformers. The English Revolution was a dramatic demonstration of how a movement that
began by kicking against the pricks of modernity ended by inventing a sort of super modernity
that left all its foreign competitors gasping for breath (The leaders of Japan’s Meiji
Restoration, who overthrew the shogunate in the name of seclusion only to launch a crash
modernization campaign, provide a later example). By the late eighteenth century, therefore,
the French in particular recognized that the institutions established by the Bourbon kings were
hopelessly superannuated, laying the groundwork for the second great landmark, the French
Revolution. Many Enlightenment thinkers, such as Montesquieu, proposed that France reform
its institutions along British lines, but others sought to get to the very roots of things, which is
what being “radical” means. What the British called “the rights of Englishmen” the French
radicals set out to improve upon by invoking “the rights of all mankind.” Where British
liberalism meant oligarchical rule by taxpayers, French radicalism would mean democratic
rule by all male citizens, displaying (even imposing) the republican ideals of Athens and Rome:
a worship of reason, virtue, liberty, equality, and fraternity. And where the British practiced a
certain tolerance and reconciled their freedom with an established Christian church, the
French revolutionaries explicitly repudiated the Christian tradition and replaced it with a

secular, civic cult.

The excesses and contradictions of the French Republic of Virtue need no elaboration. But it
must not be forgotten that the methods of military and financial mobilization employed by the
French Republic (and later by Napoleon) were so shockingly successful that Britain, Prussia,
and the Austrian Empire had no choice but to copy French techniques or perish. In fact, the
demonstration of what democratic government ... la francaise could achieve in war was so
compelling that even after Waterloo no part of the Western world could afford to neglect it.
Taking the common people into active partnership with government and catering to social
elites became, quite simply, an imperative of success and even survival in the competition
among sovereign powers. Even tsarist Russia and Tokugawa Japan, after their respective
humiliations at the hands of the Anglo-French in 1856 and by the Americans in 1854, were
obliged to abolish legal inequality and embrace Western methods of national mobilization
with all their implications for “citizenship.” Indeed, we may say that the mobilization of the
masses became the principal political agendum of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

And that, of course, was the essence of the West—the Anglo-French West—that imposed itself
on the rest of the world between 1750 and 1914, and loomed as a model when America’s
national career began. It was a model to be imitated, but it also struck Americans as a seat of
the corruptions that they yearned to cast off as they crossed the Atlantic and breathed Western
air. The United States would be better, purer, freer, even though more ignorant, crude, and
clumsy: the same ambivalence Medieval Europe felt toward Byzantium, that northwestern
Europe felt toward Renaissance Italy, that Germany felt toward France.
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But the United States caught up expeditiously. Favorable geopolitics permitted it to realize
Manifest Destiny and build a continental state of enormous proportions by comparison to
anything in Western Europe. It did not occur painlessly, as the Civil War graphically proved,
but Americans caught up with the core European West by the late nineteenth century and
developed that chip on the shoulder borne of an inability to decide whether we ought to
imitate or repudiate the Old World. The crisis point came with the First World War. Should
the United States join the Anglo-French West in its fight against Eastern barbarians and so
merge into the West once and for all, or stay out? Under Woodrow Wilson, Americans chose
to engage: and at that moment what we think of as Western Civilization, Western Civ, was
born.

The West of American Schools

The courses and curricula in the history of Western Civ that became ubiquitous from about
1930 to 1960 were first crafted in response to U.S. belligerence in 1917. Initially, at least at
Columbia University, Western Civ was designed to teach soldiers what it was they would be
fighting for in Flanders Fields. Imitations proliferated, textbooks were written to
accommodate them, and the texts bred a certain standardized interpretation, which in turn
formed the intellectual bedrock for two generations of American college students and
governing elites. The West as understood in the United States, therefore, was a product of
what those students heard in the lecture hall, read in the texts, and expressed in their own

words in the essays and examinations assigned in Western Civ courses.

Now, by the time I myself took such a class in the 1930s, Western Civ had evolved (at the
University of Chicago and elsewhere) into a powerful and frankly missionary enterprise. The
curriculum was based upon a systematic polarity between reason and faith—*“St.” Socrates
versus St. Paul—and the notion that truth was an evolving, discovered thing rather than a
fixed, dogmatic certainty laid down once for all in the Bible or church doctrine. The effect of
this on young people was to give them a sense of emancipation from old religious identities,
often ethnically transmitted, a sense of common citizenship and participation in a community
of reason, a belief in careers open to talent, and a faith in a truth susceptible to enlargement

and improvement generation after generation.

This was indeed a liberating message for many Americans in the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s: it
conveyed membership in the great cultivated, reasonable, sophisticated world of “us”, the
heirs of a Western tradition dating from Socrates and surviving all the tribulations of the
Medieval and Early Modern eras. World War II and the cold war only intensified, even as they
perhaps narrowed, the agenda of a unified West led by America fighting for freedom and
reason and tolerance, and mobilizing itself through an appeal to republican virtue, against new
Eastern tyrannies, be they German or Russian.
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Yet, oddly, the 1960s were the very moment when college courses in Western Civ began to be
abandoned. One reason for this was that young teachers of history, be they graduate teaching
assistants or junior faculty, simply refused to become apprenticed by their elders to serve as
“slave labor” in the sections of large Western Civ courses. Instead, they tended to stake out
their little private kingdoms built around the subjects of their Ph.D. theses. It does not really
matter what one studies, they insisted, for one piece of history is as good as another. What is
more, the senior professors always teach courses around their projected next book, so why
shouldn’t I? After all, I must write books, too, in order to get promoted to tenure. So how dare
you indenture me to somebody else’s course whose naive ideas I do not want to propagate
anyway?

That attitude was, I believe, a highly destructive and narrowly careerist response to what were
real deficiencies in the way Western Civ was taught at the time. But more recently, perhaps
since the late 1970s, the debate has taken a different twist as more and more historians agree
that the overspecialized “smorgasbord” curricula of the 1960s were disastrous, but disagree
about the nature of the survey courses that ought to be reintroduced. Some call for a revival of
Western Civ, albeit updated in such a way as to accommodate new historiographical trends.
Others insist on world history courses as necessary to introduce young Americans to the
globalized, multipolar world they live in today. Unfortunately, world history itself has often
been contaminated by what I regard as patently false assertions of the equality of all cultural
traditions. Every flower has an equal right to bloom, say the multiculturalists, just as the
young rebels of the 1960s said that every subspecialty had equal value in the curriculum.
Neither of these propositions is true.

One cannot know everything, hence one must make choices. And just as some facts are more
important to know than others, so certain cultures have displayed skills superior to others in
every time and place throughout history. Simply imagine living in proximity to a competitor—
be it a business, tribe, ethnic group, or nation—possessed of skills greater than yours. There is
no use asserting that your culture is just as good as his. It palpably is not, and you must do
something about it. Perhaps you will borrow from your rival in an attempt to catch up, in
which case your differences shrink, or perhaps you will rally your people to repel the rivals to
keep them at a distance, in which case your differences magnify. But one way or another you

must change your own ways.

Superiority, real and perceived, and inferiority, real and perceived, are the substance of human
intercourse and the major stimulus to social change throughout the course of history. Those
actions and reactions, ambivalences and conflicts born of perceived disadvantage, have made
human beings what we are and conditioned our behavior. Now, in terms of Western Civ and
what our young people need to know about themselves and their world, it seems to me that
the obvious globalization of human contacts and interactions means that the study of
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civilizations in isolation no longer suffices. We must teach and learn world history so as to
prepare ourselves to live in a world in which the West, no less than “the rest,” must respond to
challenges from abroad. World history must make space for all the peoples and cultures in the
world, but it must also recognize the fact that events in some places and times were, and are,
more important than others. And the principle of selection is simply this: what do we need to
know in order to understand how the world became what we perceive it to be today?

Thus, we must focus the attention of our students on the principal seats of innovation
throughout history, while remaining aware of the costly adaptations and adjustments, and in
many cases the suffering of those conquered or displaced by dint of their proximity to those
seats of innovation. The main story line, therefore, is the accumulation of human skills,
organization, and knowledge across the millennia, which permitted human beings to exercise
power and acquire wealth through concerted action among larger and larger groups of people
across greater and greater distances until we reach our present era of global interaction.

Now, in the last four or five centuries the West defined as the European core plus overseas
periphery is certainly the major player. But it has not been the only one, and lately we see signs
that the center of highest skills may indeed be migrating to the Pacific Ocean littoral, just as it
shifted from the Mediterranean to the Atlantic littoral after the year 1650. A proper history of
the world needs to make clear that such shifts have occurred in the past and may occur again
in the future, and that the mechanism by which they occur is successful borrowing from the
prior centers of superior skill and incorporation of such skills into a different cultural context
able to make new use of them, innovate further, and so become a new center of superior skills.

That is how the West became dominant in the first place, by borrowing from China above all.
China had, quite transparently, been the leading center on the globe between 1000 and, say,
1450: just think of gunpowder, printing, and the compass. Francis Bacon was the first to state
explicitly that those borrowed skills were the principal secret to the rise of the West, and he
was certainly correct to a large degree. One ought to add the Chinese notion of meritocracy,
the examination system for recruitment into a bureaucracy, imported to Europe in the
eighteenth century. These four tools of power, technology, and organization Europeans took
from China, domesticated into European culture, and exploited in more radical and far-
reaching ways than the Chinese themselves had done.

One of the most visceral issues in our current debate over history curricula is how to reconcile
this vision of the human past, which is true to the intellectual purpose of history, with the
desire to preserve and pass on American institutions and cultural values, which is true to the
civic purpose of history. That is no small problem because liberal multiculturalists are loath to
admit the true inequality of cultures, and sometimes undermine our specific national heritage
by denigrating it, while conservatives are loath to admit the contingency and possible
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inferiority of Western and American ways. Yet the conservative response is dangerous too. In
fact, it makes the same mistake the Chinese made when confronted by the Europeans. Their
past was so brilliant that they could not believe the “South Sea barbarians” mattered.
Unfortunately, they found out after 1839 that it did not suffice to tell Europeans that they were
immoral to trade in opium. They came anyway, bearing guns with which the Chinese could
not cope.

The Turks had exactly the same history with respect to their confrontation with Europe
except that it happened earlier, after 1699. They had steadfastly paid no attention to the West
until it was too late for them to catch up and adjust their institutions to the European
challenge.

If we Americans likewise believe that we possess all the truths that matter—for instance, those
expressed by the Declaration of Independence, Constitution, and so forth—and need only
recite them piously, we will not be able to react intelligently to changes that may occur, or are
already in train, in the world around us. We must instead continue to adapt lest we, too, be
left behind, and cultivate an open-mindedness towards the rest of world, and be at the ready to
borrow ideas and skills of value. To do so, of course, may require that we adapt, adjust, and

even reject treasured aspects of our past.

One obvious example is what I regard as Americans’ almost obsessive individualism as
compared to commitments made to primary groups in which fellow spirits may meet and
share and make life worthwhile. T firmly believe that groups are needed to maintain that
private sphere of freedom and fulfillment and creative variety that emerged so stunningly in
seventeenth-century England. But the preservation of that zone of freedom requires that
individuals in fact join in groups and choose to devote themselves to common undertakings
conducive to the polity’s health. That is not to say that groups organized around treasured
grievances or anger against all who are different, as displayed by some of the militias and
eccentric sectarians today, do not indeed threaten public order and perhaps even the wide
world beyond. But for people to spurn all groups, even the family, in the name of individual
satisfaction, is no less destructive of culture.

Thus, the choices we make every day about which groups to join and how fully,
enthusiastically, and loyally to participate in them will shape the future of our country and the
world. I must say that the Internet and other new forms of communication will presumably
permit new groups to form around national, ethnic, political, professional, religious, even
sports loyalties. Indeed, loyalty to everything from the nuclear family to nationhood to the
human race and—if you want to get really cosmic—the DNA form of life is the potential stuff
for a group loyalty even as the rise and fall of groups is the stuff of history. Conflicts among
loyalties pose the central moral problem of human life. We all belong to many groups and
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embody many identities, and how to reconcile them effectively one with another has been the
ethical challenge to human beings ever since tight-knit, separate primary groups of hunters and
gatherers ceased to be the sole form of human society.

In recent centuries the group called the “nation” has come to the fore. But there is nothing
eternal about it, and no one knows what new forms of community may emerge and what new
challenges they may pose. It seems to me, therefore, that understanding how groups have
interacted in the past is the only preparation for responsible, effective action in the future. And
that means that world history is a far better guide than Western Civ alone, which is, in the
largest frame, a mere episode in the human saga: an important one, to be sure, which no
rational world history would leave out, but an episode just the same.

So insofar as a concept of the West excludes the rest of humanity it is a false and dangerous
model. Situating the West within the totality of humankind is the way to go, and we should in
our classrooms move as best we can in that direction, believing always in the ennobling effect
of enlarging one’s circle of sympathies, understanding, and knowledge, and aspiring to share
that belief with our students. There can be no higher calling for historians, and above all, for
teachers of history.

PART II: THE UNITED STATES AND THE WEST
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What the World Teaches America: A Fourth of July Reflection

By Adam Garfinkle
July 1993

Adam Garfinkle is an FPRI resident scholar and a contributing editor to the Institute’s
journal, Orbis. Currently the editor of The American Interest, he was the principal speech-
writer for the Secretary of State 2003-2005 and founding editor of the National Interest.

Much attention is being paid lately to how America should respond to the post-Cold War
international environment, to what America should do in and for the world. The challenge is
so important that it sometimes obscures the fact that the world is also doing something to and
even for America. Through the reflective power of negative examples, it is offering us some

powerful lessons—if we are wise enough to learn them.

What do we Americans see this July 4th when we look around this beautiful but troubled
planet? Most of us would agree that we see a sobering picture.

Militarized and politicized religion threatens communal peace and diplomatic effort in much
of North Africa, and South and Southwest Asia. Islamic fundamentalism is roiling the Near
East and North Africa, its atavism undermining social stability and threatening governments
from Rabat to Cairo. Hindu chauvinism and Sikh extremism stoke the fires of separatism and
violence in India, and the civil war in Sri Lanka between Tamil and Sinhalese, too, is fueled by
rising Hindu-Buddhist antagonisms.

Even more sobering to most Americans, resurgent nationalism in Europe is destroying hopes
for peace and prosperity. Nationalism is not always a malign force; the imperial subjugation of
peoples is a political sin of equal magnitude, and national assertion can right such wrongs. But
the sadder side of nationalism is more in evidence today, especially in the Balkans, and the
Russian Federation's potential problems in this regard are orders of magnitude more grave and

consequential to the world at large.

Beyond these most dramatic examples, political weakness and uncertainty abound in both
democratic and non-democratic states. Half of the Italian political elite is either in or on the
way to jail; France courts political paralysis with a lame-duck socialist President vying with a
right-of-center parliament; bombs rattle London. Spain and Belgium show signs of falling to
political pieces. The post-World War II Asian democracies—Thailand, South Korea, Taiwan,
the Philippines, and even Japan—show themselves either economically edgy, politically
troubled, or both.
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Meanwhile, the post-Soviet states in the Baltics, the Caucasus, Central Asia, and Europe
(Belarus, Moldova, and Ukraine) are convulsed by new responsibilities even as they stand
paralyzed by poverty. China is heading for inevitable instability with a major generational
shift in leadership. Southeast Asia remains mired in repression, poverty, and incipient war-
again-in Cambodia. In the horn of Africa (Somalia, Ethiopia, Sudan) things are even worse.
Economic advancement and political life remain fitful and fragile in most of sub-Saharan
Africa, and the same can be said for much of Latin America. South Africa, like Russia, stands
at a pivotal moment of decision, and could plunge into gruesome civil war as easily as rise to
successful political reform.

If all this weren’t enough, the trade in deadly conventional weapons and the danger of CBN
(chemical/biological/ nuclear) proliferation grow; and global environmental problems still

mount.
And then there is America. Consider the contrasts.

While America produces a David Koresh or a Jim Jones from time to time, we happily lack an
institutional clergy driven by megalomania, hatred, and the desire to divide. With each passing
day, the wisdom of the Founding Fathers in relegating religion to the private sphere looks
better and better. God help us if we ever fail to appreciate this sublime arrangement.

Far more important, the American experience shows that people of different origins and
beliefs can live together, notwithstanding the mean claims of alienated “multiculturalist”
intellectuals. America bears witness today to what religious intolerance and ethnic chauvinism
can do to heterogeneous societies whose members forget their common humanity. Surely it
should teach us that the answer to our own racial and ethnic problems is not to exalt in the
hyphens we have put after our parochial origins and before our Americanness, but to work

patiently to excise them ultimately from our vocabularies.

As for American politics, we all know that there are problems. The system can be fairer and
more responsive, less corrupted by money and bad habits of unearned privilege. But compared
to most peoples, we live within a rampart of constitutionality, representative institutions, and
stable democratic traditions. Anyone who can't see this just doesn’t want to look.

When it comes to the proliferation of deadly weapons, America is on balance part of the
solution, not the problem. As to our own vulnerabilities, they are modest, partly for reasons of
geography, but also because, unlike almost every great power in history, America has not
made lasting enemies out of its immediate neighbors. We may have our differences with
Canada and Mexico, and problems of sorts with Cuba and Haiti, but they are certainly not
about to lead to major war.
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Even with regard to environmental problems, Americans are lucky. There’s still many a mess
from the past to clean up, and vigilance against those who would mortgage everyone's future
to their next bottom line must be unceasing. But environmentalism is an American invention,
and things have improved mightily over the past dozen years. If you don’t believe it, spend a
year living outside the United States—almost anywhere will do—and you will believe it. Little
by little, too, the rest of the world is learning from the American example.

When all is said and done, then, what can the political state of the world today teach us?
Humility, gratitude, and hope will do for starters. Humility because we can do better,
gratitude for what we have achieved, and hope that the rest of mankind will in some way
benefit from our experience. God bless America.
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Meditations on a High Holy Day: The Fourth of July

By Walter McDougall
July 2004

I. Nation with the Soul of a Church

Last September a group of apprehensive students gathered for the first meeting of a seminar I
was offering for the first time. They weren’t sure they wanted to take the class. Indeed, they
weren’t even sure what it was about. Imagine, then, their discomfort when I dispensed with all
introductory remarks and bade them sit still for 32 minutes while I played a videotape of the
entire presidential inaugural ceremony from January 2001. “Forget whether you favored Al
Gore or George W. Bush,” I admonished, “and try to ignore Bill Clinton’s smirks in the

background. Just watch the proceedings and think about what is transpiring.”

After the last ruffles and flourishes I asked the students— in a seeming non sequitur—what
sorts of activities make up the liturgy of a church or synagogue service. Prayers, they
answered, and hymns, psalms, a sermon. Did we just observe those activities on the tape, I
asked? We certainly did, if we agree that inaugural addresses function as political sermons.
Did we witness a solemn procession, invocation of the Divine, and convocation in which the
congregation celebrates its shared beliefs? Yes, we did. How about a call to repentance and
amendment of those ills that beset our society? Yes, again. And a dismissal in which the newly
installed high priest calls on the assembled to go forth in faith and do good works? Indeed.
Well then, T asked, if a presidential inauguration possesses all the properties of a religious
service, what is the religion it serves? That, of course, was the mysterious subject of our
semester’s quest “In Search of the American Civil Religion.”

The spiritual qualities of public rhetoric in American politics, courtrooms, churches, schools,
and patriotic fetes used to be so pervasive, familiar, and unobjectionable that we citizens just
took it for granted (until the advent of litigious atheists). Our national motto is “In God We
Trust.” Our Pledge says we’re a nation “under God.” Our Congress and Supreme Court pray
at the start of sessions. Presidents of all parties and persuasions have made ritual supplications
that the United States might be blessed with divine protection. The last stanza of “America”
begins “Our father’s God to thee, author of liberty, to thee we sing” and ends by naming
“great God,” not George III, “our King.” The last stanza of the “Star Spangled Banner” asks
our “heaven rescued land” to “praise the Power that has made and preserved us a Nation.”
“America the Beautiful” asks that “God shed His grace on thee.”

Most Americans, even today, would likely agree with Boston Puritans John Winthrop, John
Adams, and Jonathan Mayhew, Princeton Presbyterian Jonathan Witherspoon and his disciple
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James Madison, Virginian Anglican (and Freemason) George Washington, and Deists Thomas
Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin that Americans are “called unto liberty” (a phrase from
Paul’s epistle to the Galatians)—that we are a new chosen people and ours a new promised
land, and that our mission is to bestow liberty on all mankind, by example if not exertion. To
be sure, the majority of Americans always found it easy to identify the God who watches over
America with the God of their Protestant theology. But thanks to the free exercise of
religion—the “lustre of our country” ensured by the First Amendment—religious minorities
have been free to embrace the American Creed with equal or greater fervor.

Thus did Bishop John Carroll, founder of the American Catholic Church, “sing canticles of
praise to the Lord” for granting his flock “country now become our own and taking us into
her protection.” Thus did Jewish immigrant Irving Berlin liken Americans to the Children of
Israel being led through the Sinai: “God Bless America, land that I love, stand beside her and
guide her through the night with a light from above.” When Americans of all sects or no sect
gather in civil ceremonies to praise their freedom, honor its Author, and rededicate themselves
to their nation’s deals, they do not merely prove themselves a religious people, they prove the
United States of America is itself a sort of religion, a civil religion, or as G. K. Chesterton put it
in 1922, “a nation with the soul of a church.”

II. Faith of Our Fathers

Civil religion broadly defined is a universal phenomenon. The ancient Greeks and Romans
worshiped the gods and goddesses whom they believed to be patrons of their local city-states
and regional empires. To chant “Great is Diana of the Ephesians” or to burn incense to Caesar
was to pay political as well spiritual obeisance. The cults of the god-kings and god-emperors
of Egypt, China, Korea, and Japan were civil as well as religious. Even monotheistic Judaism
displayed features of a civic cult in the eras of its monarchy and two temples. In late medieval
and early modern Europe, the divine right of kings conflated civil and religious loyalties, while
the city-states of the Italian Renaissance, emulating as the ancients, inspired their own
patronage cults albeit this time to saints (e.g., St. Mark in Venice). But the modern concept of
civil religion was born of the Protestant Reformation’s notion of civic polity as a holy
covenant or social contract made by the people themselves. James Harrington, theoretician of
Cromwell’s Puritan Commonwealth in mid-17th century England, and Jean- Jacques
Rousseau, philosopher from the Geneva Republic in the mid-18th century, asked, what might
hold a government of the people together in the absence of royal or ecclesiastical hierarchy?
Their answer was civil religion, a faith and commitment all the more powerful for being
voluntary (not imposed), devoted to the unity and prosperity of the commonwealth (not a king
or oneself), and inspired by devotion to God or Nature (rather than corrupt human

authorities). Patriotic American choirs gave voice to such religiosity when they sang in 1778,
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“To the King they shall sing Hallelujah, and all the continent shall sing: down with this earthly
King; no king but God.”

I was not aware of our American civil religion (ACR) until I began researching my new book,
Freedom Just Around the Corner. Evidence of the ACR piled up until I was obliged to make it
a major theme in the story of American independence and early national growth. Then, while
preparing my seminar, [ learned how few Americans in the 19th and 20th centuries were fully
conscious of the religion they shared. Walt Whitman, the ACR’s poet laureate, certainly was,
as was Whitman’s hero Abraham Lincoln, the ACR’s martyr and messiah. Later, when the
United States got into the business of exporting its faith in the Spanish-American and First
World Wars, a handful of scholars wrote books on “the American religion” and “the religion
of the flag.” But otherwise American statesmen, artists, teachers, and preachers disseminated
the creation myth, martyrology, moral code, theology, liturgy, and eschatology of American
republicanism without explicitly acknowledging its status as a transcendental creed.

Indeed, not until 1967 did Berkeley sociologist Robert N. Bellah describe, in a celebrated
article, what he christened “the American Civil Religion.” Curiously, what inspired him to
think about the matter was the 1961 inauguration of the nation’s first Roman Catholic
president, John F. Kennedy. Prior to that, intellectual scoffers could dismiss the “God talk”
permeating American public life as evangelical cant aimed at Bible Belt voters. Bellah observed
a young, hip, liberal, rich, Harvard-trained Catholic politician intoning “the belief that the
rights of man come not from the generosity of the state but from the hand of God” and
“asking His blessing and His help” in the knowledge “that here on earth God’s work must
truly be our own.” Fascinated by the nonsectarian (or polysectarian) cast of this rhetoric,
Bellah recalled President Eisenhower’s observation, “Our government makes no sense unless it
is founded in a deeply felt religious faith—and I don’t care what it is!” Clearly there was more
to this than feel-good piety or pandering to the “religious right” (or, in past eras, left). So
Bellah turned to history and found he could trace the ACR back to the Founding Fathers. They
had indeed preached a civil faith meant not to replace Bible-based denominations, but rather
to stand above them in benign toleration so a disparate people might unite and fulfill the

glorious destiny God planned for them.

But who is this God of the Founders, the God of the ACR, if not Jehovah or the Holy Trinity?
He is the God with no name, but a hundred names. Franklin called him Father of Lights and
Supreme Architect; Washington the Almighty Being, Invisible Hand, and Parent of the Human
Race; John Adams the Patron of Order, Fountain of Justice, and Protector; Jefferson the
Infinite Power; Madison the Being who Regulates the Destiny of Nations; Monroe merely
Providence and the Almighty; John Quincy Adams the Ark of our Salvation and Heaven;
Andrew Jackson that Power and Almighty Being Who mercifully protected our national
infancy; and so on down to Lincoln who reached the tragic understanding that Northerners
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and Southerners prayed—as Christians—to the same God in the Civil War, but as Americans
must hear “the mystic chords of memory,” indulge “the better angels of our nature,” admit
“the judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether,” and strive to bind up the
nation’s wounds “with malice toward none, with charity for all, with firmness in the right as
God gives us to see the right.”

Lincoln never could bring himself to embrace Christian faith, but was himself the Christ of the
ACR. Jackson posed for electoral purposes as a Presbyterian, but was in fact a fervent
Freemason who believed in a God above all theologies, the very God whose All-Seeing Eye
looks down benignly on the Unfinished Pyramid of the Great Seal of the United States and our
one-dollar bill. Jefferson was an Enlightened philosopher who clung romantically to a faith in
reason alone. Yet they, no less than devout Protestant presidents, swore fealty to the

Providence that seemed to watch over the American people.

“Seemed to watch over” is a loaded phrase. For however much historians trace the intellectual
origins of the American Creed to Harrington’s republicanism, John Locke’s human rights
philosophy (” life, liberty, and property” ), the Scottish Enlightenment (” the pursuit of

b AN1Y

happiness,” “common sense,” and free markets), English common law, Whig ideology, and the
evangelical individualism of the First Great Awakening, the fact remains that the ACR derived
in large part from American colonists’ experience over 150 years. The Bible makes clear that
Jews and Christians did not invent their religions; rather it was their experience of Divine
intercessions in history that turned them into Jews and Christians in the first place. In like
fashion, the things that happened to American colonists—material blessings beyond measure,
deliverance from “Egyptian bondage” in the Old World, the liberty and self-governance sheer
remoteness allowed, a sense of being guided for some higher purpose, not least the
extraordinary series of “lucky” events that permitted 13 ragtag, divided colonies to win
independence from earth’s greatest empire—invited Patriots to embrace an inchoate but
powerful faith that they, their forbears, and their descendants were actors in a play scripted by
the Author of History. Indeed, it is almost impossible to imagine the Continental Congress,
comprised mostly of wealthy, well-connected men with the most to lose by rebellion, ever
taking the leap of declaring independence without faith that the justice of their cause ensured

divine blessing on their cause.

But divine blessing comes at a price. That was the message of Abraham, Moses, Jonah,
Jeremiah, St. Paul, and the Revelation to St. John. It was also the message of the radical Deist
and immediate inspiration for the Declaration of Independence, Tom Paine.

III. Prophet of Exodus

Early in 1775 the 13 colonies were ablaze with resistance to Britain’s Intolerable Acts. In the
years following the great Anglo-American victory in the last French and Indian War, the
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British Parliament, with the blessing of the king, violated all the spirits that had infused the
English imperial mission for 200 years: anti-Catholicism, rivalry with France and Spain,
agricultural and mercantile capitalism, and displacement of “savage” peoples who made little
use of their lands (e.g., the Irish and Native Americans). Thus, Americans were shocked by
Parliament’s Quebec Act, which tolerated the Roman church in newly won Canada, outraged
by the royal Proclamation Line forbidding new frontier settlements in the name of sheltering
Indians, and incredulous that the peace treaty of 1763 drove France out of North America,
only to cede the west bank of the Mississippi to equally hated Spain. But most of all, the new
taxes, commercial restrictions, and monopolies imposed on the colonies, whether or not they
were particularly onerous, forced colonists to ask what taxes and monopolies Parliament
might not impose in the future if its powers and sovereignty were once granted in principle.
No wonder Patriots such as John Dickinson spied in Parliament’s acts a plot to reduce the
colonists to the status of slavery.

The Stamp Act Congress of 1765 and Continental Congress in 1774 urged the colonies to
unite, resist, and make themselves worthy of divine protection by boycotting English luxuries
and staging days of fasting and prayer. The British were equally determined to punish colonial
impudence, fearing that their whole empire might unravel if they did not. Accordingly, after
the infamous Boston Tea Party, the Royal Navy blockaded the port and Redcoats patrolled its
streets. Down in Philadelphia, Congress urged solidarity with Massachusetts lest all the
colonies lose their liberties, while Patrick Henry preached a fiery sermon in Richmond.
Everyone knows its stirring climax, “Give me liberty or give me death!” But Henry preceded
that by assuring his listeners:

We shall not fight our battles alone. There is a just God who presides over the destinies of
nations, and who will raise up friends to fight our battles for us. The battle, sir, is not to the
strong alone; it is to the vigilant, the active, the brave. Besides, sir, we have no election. If we
were base enough to desire it, it is now too late to retire from the contest. There is no retreat
but in submission and slavery! Our chains are forged! Their clanking may be heard on the

plains of Boston! The war is inevitable—and let it come! I repeat it, sir, let it come.

The war came in April 1775 on Lexington Green. Yet the colonies’ representatives shrank for
over a year from severing their ties to the crown. Many New Englanders and Virginians may
have been eager to train the rhetorical and genuine cannon, so recently aimed at the French
crown and Catholic church, on the English crown and Anglican church. But many New
Yorkers, Rhode Islanders, and South Carolinians looked to their trade, which was bound to
suffer gravely in war. The Quakers of the Delaware Valley were pacifist on principle. Several
colonies counted as many Loyalists (Tories) as Patriots. How was it then, in the words of John
Adams, that thirteen clocks at last struck as one?
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Tom Paine was a 37-year-old ne’er-do-well when he landed in Philadelphia in November 1774.
The rudely educated son of a Quaker father and Anglican mother, he had failed in two
marriages and numerous jobs ranging from corset-maker to collector of taxes on tobacco and
liquor. His sole achievement in life was a broadside exposing corruption among excise
officials, which he blamed on the low wages they received. But by chance (or Providence), the
colonial agent in London, Benjamin Franklin, advised Paine to seek his fortune in America.
Armed with Franklin’s recommendation, Paine was invited to write articles for the
Pennsylvania Magazine which in turn caught the eye of Dr. Benjamin Rush. He spied in this
fellow a fearless polemicist in the mold of George III’s nemesis, John Wilkes.

So Rush suggested that Paine pen an essay weighing the arguments for and against
independence. He even suggested the title. But Paine’s Common Sense did much more than
weigh arguments. His choleric 50-page indictment of British oppression targeted the king
himself, not misguided ministers or members of Parliament. It took as its text the Old
Testament prophet Samuel, who rebuked the Israelites for demanding a king when they had
the Lord and His prophets and judges to govern them. It invited Americans to heed Samuel’s
godly admonition and liberate themselves and mankind from three millennia of oppression. It
reminded Americans how they were uniquely blessed with self- government in a new world. It
described the stark choice faced by the colonists as one between acquiescing in their own
enslavement, which amounted to rebellion against God’s purpose for man, and claiming their
freedom, which amounted to rebellion against the crown. Indeed, Paine accused colonists who
shrank from a declaration of independence of lacking not only common sense, but virtue and
manhood itself.

Published in January 1776, Common Sense went through so many printings that 150,000
copies were in circulation by spring, most of them read or heard by multiple people. In
Washington’s estimation, the “unanswerable” tract worked a magnificent change in its
readers’” minds. With brilliant intuition, Paine tapped both vocabularies—Enlightenment
philosophy and moral evangelism—that resonated with Americans eager to know their
destiny. He demanded the colonies separate from Britain before they themselves were
corrupted beyond redemption. His sublime aphorisms, exhortations, and jeremiads thrilled
and horrified. Paine did in print what Patrick Henry did with his voice.

Yet liberty comes at a price, which Paine was not sure Americans were willing to pay. So, no
less than John Winthrop’s “City Upon a Hill” sermon of 1630, Paine’s Common Sense echoed
the farewell address in Deuteronomy, in which Moses promised the children of Israel every
blessing if they hearkened to the law of the Lord, but warned they would be cast out and a
byword among nations if they rejected the Lord and the law. Paine foresaw a continental
union of limitless potential arising in North America, yet warned that that union might prove
as fragile as glass. He damned governmental authority, yet called for its relentless exercise lest
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the American cause abort. He told Americans they were like Noah’s family, free to begin the
world over again, yet suspected they lacked the virtue that task required. He preached liberty,
yet called on Patriots to repress enemies in their midst. He extolled equality, yet feared “the
mind of the multitude.” He foresaw unimagined prosperity, yet warned that materialism bored
and corrupted. He praised Americans’ rebelliousness, yet chided them for their lawlessness. He
pleaded for reason, yet played on a keyboard of emotions ranging from hatred, anger, and
vengeance to fear, self-love, and self-doubt. In fact, the pamphlet’s demagogic style and
“democratical” implications moved John Adams to write a hasty rebuttal.

But Paine, after just one year in America, understood the colonists’ needs better than Adams.
Paine preached a civil religion in language that appealed to Americans of whatever persuasion.
Congregationalists, Presbyterians, and Baptists nodded in agreement when Paine labeled vice
the solvent of liberty and established churches and monarchies the symptoms of sin, not its
correctives. Deists and skeptics nodded in agreement when Paine employed Biblical allusions
to make secular political points. “Ye that oppose independence now, ye know not what ye do”
made independence itself the Messiah and fainthearted colonists the Roman soldiers on
Calvary. In sum, Christians reading Common Sense found in it the God of the Bible and a
politics derived from religion. Deists found in the pamphlet the God of Nature and a religion
derived from politics. Paine even foresaw the three ways by which the colonists might achieve
nationhood: “by the legal voice of the people in Congress; by a military power; or by a mob.”
He hoped for a combination of all three, which is precisely what Pennsylvania, Virginia, and

Massachusetts proceeded to make.

Paine’s remarkable pamphlet cemented the alliance between the Awakened and the
Enlightened, summoned them to a just war, and promised a kind of heaven on earth if they
won. That is why some historians miss the point when they denigrate the role of religion in the
American rebellion. The American cause was profoundly religious for Theists and Deists alike
because both identified America’s future with a Providential design, both entertained
millenarian hopes, and both placed their cosmologies at the service of an overarching civil
religion. Paine, like St. Paul, became “all things to all men,” crafting a template for all
American political rhetoric to come. He made unity the first and greatest civic virtue and did
unite most Americans in hatred and fear of external oppressors and internal dissenters. Paine
implied that to be lukewarm or cold toward the glorious cause was sacrilege. Paine invited—
nay, commanded—colonists to become part of his ubiquitous “we,” adding always the not-so-
veiled threat that “we” will get all who don’t. Devising a new form of government—" the
noblest, purest constitution on the face of the earth” — could wait. The first task was to wrest
power away from corrupt British lords. That could only be done by winning the war, which
could only be done by declaring independence. Only then would Americans be forced to hang
together lest they be hanged as traitors. Only then could Americans gain the French and
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Spanish help needed to prevail in the war, and so enlist monarchy in a holy war against

monarchy.
IV. Passover

During the months Common Sense swept up and down the Atlantic seaboard, two wars of
nerves played themselves out. The first was in Paris, where the court of Louis XVI balked at
aiding the English colonies before being assured of their commitment to independence. The
second was in Philadelphia, where the Continental Congress balked at declaring independence
before being assured of French aid! The French logjam broke on May 2, 1776, when Louis
approved clandestine shipments of money and arms to the colonial rebels. The American
logjam broke on May 15, when Congress, riding the storm stirred up by Paine, instructed the

13 colonies to suppress royal authority and organize as autonomous states.

Most colonies already had conventions or committees at work designing provisional
governments. These were for the most part in the hands of radical Patriots, being chosen by
bodies that prohibited voting by Tories. They justified their acts with local declarations of
independence that borrowed freely from each other’s language and displayed remarkable
similarities. Almost all cited the king’s use of foreign mercenaries (the Hessians) as the last
straw, justified separation by appeal to natural law or Providence, and named as their purpose
the preservation of liberties. Jefferson described preservation of liberty as “the whole object of
the present controversy” and rued having to go to Philadelphia because it meant he would miss
Virginia’s constitutional convention.

Patriots knew the survival of their 13 new sovereignties depended on the success of a people
acting “in Congress.” Hence the May 15 resolution called on colonies to fashion governments
that were not only “sufficient to the exigencies of their affairs” but conduced to the happiness
and safety of America in general and provided “for defense of lives, liberties, and properties
against the hostile invasions and cruel depredations of their enemies.” Congress thereby
proclaimed the existence of a new people and nation, lurched into republicanism, and echoed
Paine’s call for vigilance against Tories, traitors, and pacifists, as well as the king’s men. Some
delegates protested the haste, but down in Richmond on the same day Edmund Randolph
authorized Virginia’s delegation to propose that Congress declare the colonies “free and
independent states” so they could make foreign alliances. The Carolinas and Georgia,
menaced by British invasion, likewise instructed their delegations to pursue all measures

necessary to defend America and win foreign allies.

On June 7, Richard Henry Lee moved that Congress declare independence and unite under a
constitution. Such audacious steps would be worse than useless if not unanimous, but foot-
draggers argued that the Middle colonies were still undecided. Proponents retorted that “the
people” of the Middle colonies were in fact pro-independence, even if some of their delegates
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frustrated popular will. So Congress agreed to postpone a vote until July 1, which gave both
sides three weeks to bully, bribe, cajole, or persuade undecided delegates from Pennsylvania,
Delaware, New Jersey, and New York. Meanwhile, a committee chaired by John Adams was
charged with preparing a text. Since the other members, notably Franklin, had more important
chores to perform, they asked their cerebral 33-year-old colleague Jefferson to scribble out a
first draft.

“American Scripture” is the epithet historian Pauline Maier attached to the Declaration of
Independence. And rightly so, because it did become holy writ and is venerated today like a
relic. But it did not begin life in apotheosis. Jefferson himself confessed that he took up the
quill in his parlor on Market Street not to discover “new principles, or new arguments,” but
simply to state “the common sense of the subject.” What is more, most of the original passages
in Jefferson’s draft were not very good, while the good ones were not very original. The text’s
lofty philosophical introduction, bill of particulars against King George, and syllogistic
conclusion calling for independence were a pastiche of phrases lifted from Paine, the “little
declarations” issued by colonies, and Virginia’s magnificent Declaration of Rights written by
George Mason and published in Philadelphia on June 12. It was Mason who based Virginia’s
government on the premise that all men are “born equally free and independent.” It was
Mason who listed the rights of man as the “enjoyment of Life and Liberty, with the Means of
acquiring and possessing Property, and pursuing and obtaining Happiness.” It was Mason
who traced those rights to “God and Nature, vested in, and consequently derived from the
People.” It was Mason who called for abolition of privilege, separation of powers, an
independent judiciary, a bill of rights, a free press, and “the fullest Toleration in the Exercise
of Religion.”

Jefferson did compose the elegant preamble “When in the course of human event,” tighten
Mason’s list to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” and conclude with the moving
pledge of “our lives, fortunes, and sacred honor.” But in between those majestic heights lay a
murky swamp of complaints that stick to a reader’s boots even today. One that especially
troubled Congress was Jefferson’s diatribe against the British people, whom he accused of
being “deaf to the voice of justice and consanguinity” despite “our former love for them” and
necessitating “our everlasting Adieu!” Its romantic and false sentimentality aside, the passage
shifted the focus of American ire away from the crown while gratuitously insulting the very
people Congress hoped might pressure Parliament to change course.

More bizarre still, Jefferson embarrassed American merchants and planters by blaming the
British crown for the slave trade. Since he cannot possibly have believed this canard, he must
have been groping for some way to square the persistence of slavery with his postulate “all
men are created equal.” Congress retained the latter phrase for its ring, but otherwise saw the

wisdom in taking its stand on particular abuses, not universal principles. So Congress deleted a
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full fourth of Jefferson’s draft, tweaked the rest, and appealed to Providence at the end—all to
good effect. Nevertheless, Jefferson maintained his text had been “mangled” and went into a
funk that lasted all summer. But as Richard Henry Lee put it, so long as the Declaration did no
harm, its wording was less important than “the Thing itself.”

Still, “the Thing itself” was far from certain during the days Jefferson worked on the draft.
The New England-Virginia alliance appeared to hold firm, but South Carolinians expressed
doubts about independence, while delegates from New York—a Tory stronghold—pleaded a
lack of instructions. Most anxious were delegates from the Delaware Valley, where the stakes
were gigantic. For if Pennsylvania’s Quakers, pietist Germans, and Tories carried a “nay” on
independence, chances were New Jersey, Delaware, and New York (soon to be under British
occupation) would follow suit and the American edifice collapse for want of a keystone.
Exactly how that was forestalled will never be known, but the story began in 1774, when
Proprietary Governor John Penn forbade the Pennsylvania assembly to send delegates to the
First Continental Congress. Dickinson defied Penn by calling an ad hoc convention that met in
the same Carpenters’ Hall as the Congress. Penn hastily summoned the regular assembly into
session to restore his authority, with the result that Pennsylvania now had two legislatures
speaking in the name of the people. As late as spring 1776 a majority of Penn’s assemblymen
opposed independence. That suggests that the May 15 call from Congress to suppress
authority “under the crown” may have been, among other things, an invitation to local
Patriots to disperse Penn’s assembly by force. Pennsylvania’s militiamen did not go that far,
but in mid-June they resolved to ignore any orders issuing from the assembly. The atmosphere
in steamy Philadelphia could hardly have been more electric.

War news also weighed on wafflers in Congress. Back in autumn 1775, a militia force under
Richard Montgomery struck north via Lake Champlain in hopes of conquering Canada.
Washington supported him with a second detachment under Benedict Arnold. But a winter
campaign in Quebec was madness: the two columns lost half their men before reaching the
citadel on the St. Lawrence. Still, Arnold and Montgomery threw their thousand frigid
Americans into Quebec’s lower town in the midst of a blizzard on New Year’s Eve. A melee
ensued in which Montgomery was killed, Arnold was wounded, and young Aaron Burr was
heroic. But the garrison held, and when reinforcements arrived in the spring, the Redcoats
pushed south to menace New England with invasion. Elsewhere, the news seemed better. In
North Carolina, Patriots routed a band of Scots Loyalists at Moore’s Creek in February 1776.
In New England, General Howe evacuated his Redcoats from Boston by sea on March 17. In
South Carolina (though Congress did not know it yet), the citizens of Charleston, led by
Christopher Gadsden and William Moultrie, pummeled a British squadron from their
palmetto forts. But even good news portended bad. Yes, those crazy Highlanders were cut
down, but they proved how easily Tory militias might organize. Yes, Howe had left Boston,
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but he was free to return in greater force at a time and place of his choosing. Yes, Charleston
humiliated the Royal Navy, but what vengeance might its proud captains exact elsewhere?

Indeed, by July 1, 1776, when Congress resumed debate on Lee’s motions, hundreds of sails
had already been sighted at sea off Long Island. Was this the right moment to declare
independence, or the worst possible? Would a clean break with King George end equivocation,
energize the war effort, and secure an alliance with France? Or would it unleash civil wars in
the states, steel British resolve, and condemn members of Congress to the gallows? Dickinson
suspected the latter. He told of the folly of tearing down one’s house in winter before a
replacement was built, warned that the British lion had barely begun to roar, and imagined
Indian scalping parties rampaging down Market and Wall Streets. John Adams turned no
magic phrases, but made a sincere and logical case that no alternative to independence
remained and freedom was worth any risk. The vote was a letdown for both. Nine colonies
favored independence, Pennsylvania and South Carolina split narrowly against it, Delaware
deadlocked (with one member absent), and New York abstained. What happened next is
uncertain except that many comings and goings were made that thunderous summer evening.
Caesar Rodney, the missing Delaware delegate, rode all night through rain and lightning to
cast an exhausted, asthmatic “aye” on July 2. The South Carolinians were probably brought
into line by Virginians. But what turned Pennsylvania around is a mystery. All we know is that
the two dissenters, Dickinson and Robert Morris, failed to attend the caucus the following
day. Had John Hancock, the wealthy president of Congress, bought them off in some fashion?
Were they threatened in dark corners by Patriot goons? Or did they just shrink from taking
responsibility for aborting the majority cause? Whatever the reason, Pennsylvania’s delegates
divided 3-2 in favor of independence instead of 4-3 against, permitting Congress to declare
itself “unanimously” (New York still abstaining) the voice of the people of the United States of
America on July 2, 1776.

What occurred on the Fourth of July was the anticlimactic approval of the text of the
Declaration, which was generally read once on parade grounds, tavern steps, and village
greens, then cheered and forgotten. Patriots had more pressing concerns. For on July 3, 1776,
General Howe began to land 32,000 Redcoats and Hessians on Staten Island, just sixty miles
from Philadelphia. No wonder Congress suppressed distribution of official signed copies of its
treasonous Declaration until the military situation improved, at least for awhile, in January
1777.

V. The Fourth of July in America’s Holy “Church Calendar”

Like all great religions, the ACR only gradually developed its creeds, canonized scriptures,
inspired hymns and liturgies, blessed its martyrs, commemorated heroes, and sanctified
holidays. Indeed, Jefferson’s main contribution came less from his role in the Declaration than
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his role as the young nation’s premier politician, founder of its party system, and theologian of
unity. Even after the Constitution was ratified in 1789, the content of the ACR remained a
matter of hot dispute. Only in 1801, when Jefferson delivered his masterful inaugural address,
did Americans acquire a creed and catechism. The first principle, as always, was unity, hence
Jefferson, the first “party man,” told his people “We are all Federalists, we are all
Republicans.” Next, he pronounced us a people “acknowledging and adoring an overruling
Providence, which by all its dispensations proves that it delights in the happiness of man here
and his greater happiness hereafter.” Next, he told us what we revere, including

Equal and exact justice to all men, of whatever state or persuasion, religious or
political; peace, commerce, and honest friendship with all nations, entangling alliances
with none; the support of the State governments in all their rights...; the preservation of
the General Government in its whole constitutional vigor...; a jealous care of the right
of election by the people; absolute acquiescence in the decisions of the majority...; a
well-disciplined militia...; the supremacy of the civil over the military authority;
economy in public expense...; the honest payment of our debts...; encouragement of
agriculture, and of commerce as its handmaid....; freedom of religion; freedom of the
press, and freedom of person under the protection of the habeas corpus and trial by
juries impartially selected. [These] should be the creed of our political faith.

The Banquo’s Ghost in that litany was, of course, slavery, which mocked Jefferson’s equal
justice but persisted thanks to Jefferson’s states’ rights. Americans were aware of that scandal,
yet chose to ignore it in the name of their highest principle, national unity. For without unity
there would be no “church” at all and surely no continental and global destiny under
Providence. So Americans formed a conspiracy of silence over slavery that lasted long enough
for them to annex Texas, occupy the Oregon Territory, and seize California and the
Southwest in the Mexican War of 1846-48. During those decades of expansion and
“Jacksonian democracy,” the iconography of the ACR reflected both the flimsiness and
mighty ambitions of the Union. There were no official holidays, and the only ones unofficially
celebrated were the Fourth of July and Washington’s Birthday (a republican version of the
King’s Birthday). However, New England Puritans, eschewing “popish” feasts such as
Christmas and Easter, contributed four precocious examples of civil religious observance:
Election Day (honoring the polity); Training Day (honoring the militia); Graduation Day
(honoring education); and Thanksgiving Day (honoring the Lord’s blessing on America).

The only members of an American pantheon prior to 1850 were Washington and Franklin.
The Star-Spangled Banner grew popular, but another century passed before it became the
national anthem. Nor was the flag, though “dyed in the blood of our forefathers,” especially
revered until the Mexican War. What did fire the American imagination was liberty and its
fruits, peace and prosperity. The eagle and goddess of liberty were ubiquitous subjects of
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illustration, the former protecting the latter. But by the 1820s and ’30s, liberty increasingly
surrendered her place to images of boundless frontiers, bountiful crops, bustling ports, busy
canals, boisterous machinery, booming exports, and the promise of more to come for
generations unborn. The ACR’s balance between worship of God and Mammon tilted
dangerously in the direction of Mammon.

No wonder the Constitution, a compromise contract that preserved national unity and
incidentally guaranteed slavery, became the lodestone for Southerners and Northerners,
Democrats and Whigs, while the Declaration of Independence was squirreled away and
ignored. The actual document was almost lost several times and almost destroyed in the
British sack of Washington, D.C. in 1814. It then sat for years in the archives of the State
Department until, in 1841, it went on modest display in the Patent Office. At last the schism in
the ACR over slavery— and the Civil War it fomented— resurrected the Declaration as the
premier statement of the American Creed. At Gettysburg, Lincoln reminded the American
people what had happened “Four score and seven years ago,” trumped states’ constitutional
rights with “all men are created equal,” and bade Americans’ midwife “a new birth of
freedom.”

Still, the document itself stayed in hiding except for a cameo appearance at the 1876
Centennial Exhibition. Needless to say, the parchment grew frayed, rotten, and faded. Only in
1921 did the Library of Congress fashion a votary for the Declaration and seek scientific
methods to preserve it. Only during World War II and the Cold War was the Declaration (and
Constitution) beatified. Perhaps Americans needed, then more than ever, to remember what
they stood for in their mortal combat against fascists and communists. So at last the
“American Scripture” came to be enshrined in a chemically and climatically controlled
tabernacle ringed by a chancel rail over which endless queues of pilgrims squint. Some scoffers
have drawn analogies to the embalmed Lenin and Stalin, saying that if the Spirit of 1776 still
lived in Americans’ hearts, they would not make a piece of paper into an idol. But the analogy
could not be falser. Communism was born of faith in an idea that communists tried to prove
was still living by embalming human beings. Americanism was born of faith in human beings,
who prove their faith lives by embalming and venerating their founding ideas.

Indeed, the ACR’s entire “church calendar” is a cycle of feasts and commemorations of the
human beings who kindled and defended the American faith. Starting in January, they include:
Martin Luther King Jr. Day, Presidents’ Day, VE Day, Armed Forces Day, Memorial Day,
Flag Day, V] Day, Labor Day, Columbus Day, Constitution Day, Veterans Day, and last but
not least Thanksgiving. Indeed, if there is a second candidate for high holy honors in the ACR,
it is surely the Pilgrims’ original feast. For on Thanksgiving all Americans, whatever our creed
or source, may comfortably praise whatever we choose to name God for carrying our

72 | FPRI



immigrant ancestors safely across the water, forging us into a nation dedicated to humane
propositions, and blessing us (relative to the rest of the world) with unimaginable wealth.

But the highest of all holy days is still the Fourth of July. After the Civil War it gained even
more prominence because Independence Day called Southerners and Northerners alike back to
what unified them in the first place: their faith in themselves, in God’s special providence, in
their ancestors’ courage and sacrifice, in the life, liberty, and pursuit of happiness a unified
federal republic made possible. Should the Fourth of July ever cease to be a day “set apart” for
joy, pride, and community, then the text approved on that day will turn as cold as the body in
Lenin’s tomb. But so, too, may it perish if the Fourth of July becomes nothing but a day of
self-congratulation and pride. It is a day when Americans, especially young ones, must reflect
on how absurdly implausible the birth of this nation was, how its survival hung by a thread on
many occasions, and how its Founders were emboldened because—be they Protestants,
Catholics, Jews, Deists, or Freemasons—they believed the Author of History meant this to
happen.
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Can the United States Do Grand Strategy?

By Walter McDougall
April 2010

This paper, later published in The Telegram, was delivered in October 2009 at the Consortium
on Grand Strategy, a project sponsored jointly by FPRI and Temple University’s Center for the
Study of Force and Diplomacy and chaired by Richard Immerman and William Hitchcock.
The Consortium was established in 2009 as part of the Hertog Program on Grand Strategy.

In spring 2003, following the last lecture in my survey course on U.S. diplomatic history since
1776, a brilliant, inquisitive student approached me in the hall to ask a final, confidential
question. She said that my course helped her appreciate, as never before, how swiftly the
United States had become the mightiest nation ever, with unprecedented military, economic,
and cultural influence. But how long would it last? How long did T think the United States

could stay on top?

At first I was tongue-tied, because I was loath to inject a future national leader with either
complacency or despair. Then an answer occurred to me. It all depends on whether the United
States is as exceptional as we like to believe. If the United States follows the pattern of all
previous powers, then demographic or technological trends, new foreign threats, strategic
folly, overextension, domestic decadence, or sheer loss of will must hurl it into decline,
perhaps within fifty years. If, however, our institutions, values, and national character really
do amount to a new order for the ages, a potent mix enabling the United States to reinvent
itself and force other nations to adapt to the challenges posed by us, then the republic may stay
on its asymptotic trajectory. I stopped there, but as I walked to my office I recalled Arnold ]J.
Toynbee’s historical law to the effect that empires die by suicide, not murder.

As recently as a decade ago the buzzwords in our foreign policy discourse included new world
order, end of history, unipolar moment, benevolent hegemony, indispensable nation, assertive
multilateralism, and Washington consensus. How fast are the mighty fallen, through strategic
and financial malpractice, into a reprise of the terrible 1970s when the buzzwords were
imperial overstretch, exhaustion, and decline. Does another “Morning in America” await us so
long as we keep faith with ourselves, or has the United States reached a climacteric and entered
into a long British-style decline? In other words, is American exceptionalism the source of an
energy, ingenuity, resilience, and civic virtue that propels our nation ever upward? Or is a
complacent beliefin American exceptionalism the source of a profligacy, adventurism,
disregard for experience, and civic vice that portends a decline and fall? Angelo Codevilla, who
says that what passes for strategy in the U.S. government is mostly wishful or sloppy thinking,
made the same point in operational terms. “Because doing the right thing is important to
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Americans as to no other people, American politics is like politics nowhere else.... Basing
statecraft on the American people’s penchant for trying to do the right thing, as did Lincoln
and Theodore Roosevelt, brings forth awesome energy.... But using the American people’s
righteousness as a propellant for private dreams, as did [Woodrow] Wilson, or as cover for

tergiversation, as did George W. Bush, is ruinous.” [1]

Why do I begin on such a skeptical, gloomy note? I think it is because my training was that of
an old-school European historian, which gave me an outside vantage point from which to view
U.S. shibboleths more objectively than do U.S. historians. I suspect my training in European
history also inclines me to think about foreign policy in terms of realism, balance of power,
contingency, tragedy, irony, folly, unintended consequences, and systemic interactions—all of
which are foreign if not repugnant to U.S. citizens. Finally, [ am a Vietnam veteran skeptical of
nation- and state-building, winning hearts and minds, and making the world over in the
United States’ image. As FPRI’s Paul Dickler recently pointed out, I asked explicitly in the 1997
book Promised Land, Crusader State, “can Americans be better Iraqis than Iraqis themselves,
or presume to tell Chinese how to be better Chinese? If we try, we can only be poorer
Americans.” [2] That book was well received except at The Weekly Standard and other venues
where neoconservatives were already calling for the forcible removal of Saddam Hussein and a
muscular foreign policy in the name of “national greatness.” After 9/11 they got their way
while I dropped out of sight to study early American history. To be sure, the invasion of Iraq
in 2003 provided me with a perfect case study to impress on students how hard it can be to
discern motive in history. Thus, we were variously told but with equal conviction that
Operation Iraqi Freedom was “all about” oil, Israel, the war on terror, weapons of mass
destruction, the Rumsfeld Pentagon’s new way of war, neoconservative ideology, the Bush
family feud with Saddam, Karl Rove’s re-election calendar, or democratizing the Middle East.
That leads one to ask whether the Iraq invasion was doomed because too many constituencies

had too many irons in the fire.

That bears on the subject at hand: can the United States do grand strategy? I assume that this
does not mean, can the American people do grand strategy, because an easy answer would be,
sure they can and usually very poorly. Rather I assume the title means, can the relevant
agencies of the U.S. federal government plan, coordinate, and execute grand strategy with
sufficient competence to secure the nation and defend its vital interests. That is a complex
question that has inspired a recent spate of diagnoses of what ails U.S. strategic planning and
what prescriptions are indicated. [3]1 do not intend to choose among those expert
assessments, much less add to them since I claim no authority on the subject of grand strategy
apart from whatever U.S. diplomatic history can teach. In short, I plead non possumus and
absolve myself of the obligation to take any controversial position. Instead, I imagine my task

merely as that of a rapporteur and provocateur raising issues on which we may need to reach
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some consensus before we can agree on whether the United States can do grand strategy and, if
s0, what that strategy ought to be at the present time.

Two recent quotations may serve to introduce those issues.

We are led, by events and common sense, to one conclusion: The survival of liberty in
our land increasingly depends on the success of liberty in other lands. The best hope for
peace in our world is the expansion of freedom in all the world. America’s vital
interests and our deepest beliefs are now one. From the day of our Founding, we have
proclaimed that every man and woman on this earth has rights, and dignity, and
matchless value, because they bear the image of the Maker of Heaven and earth. Across
the generations we have proclaimed the imperative of self-government, because no one
is fit to be a master, and no one deserves to be a slave. Advancing these ideals is the
mission that created our Nation. It is the honorable achievement of our fathers. Now it
is the urgent requirement of our nation’s security, and the calling of our time.

So it is the policy of the United States to seek and support the growth of democratic
movements and institutions in every nation and culture, with the ultimate goal of ending

tyranny in our world. [4]

That, needless to say, was the gist of George W. Bush’s 2007 Second Inaugural Address, which
a Washington insider pithily called “a crazy speech.”

If it was crazy, perhaps the second quotation suggests a good reason why.

Strategic planning for American foreign policy is dead, dying, or moribund. This, at
least, has been the assessment of several commentators and policy-makers in recent
years. Michele Flournoy and Shawn Brimley observed in 2006, “For a country that
continues to enjoy an unrivaled global position, it is both remarkable and disturbing
that the United States has no truly effective strategy planning process for national
security.” At an academic conference in 2007, a former director of the State
Department’s policy planning staff complained that “six years after 9/11, we still don’t
have a grand strategy”.... [And] Council on Foreign Relations president Richard Haass
argues that the United States has “squandered” its post-cold war opportunity,
concluding, “Historians will not judge the United States well for how it has used these

twenty years.”

That lament introduces a new Brookings Institution volume, edited by Daniel Drezner, on the
forgotten art of grand strategy. [5]

Such breathtaking vitality in terms of strategic ambition combined with the certifiable death of
strategic planning would suggest a certain disconnect between the muscles and brain of the
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sole superpower: a disconnect which, Drezner writes, was just as evident in the prideful “ad
hoc-ery” of the Clinton years as in the prideful crusade of the second Bush years. Has that
disconnect always, or usually existed, or not? Most contemporary critics agree with Aaron
Friedberg’s judgment that the United States “has lost the capacity to conduct serious, sustained
national strategic planning,” which implies that it once had that capacity. Of course, Friedberg
and most others hold that the United States had that capacity during the Cold War, beginning
with George Marshall’s 1947 promotion of Policy Planning in the State Department and
President Eisenhower’s 1953 promotion of strategic planning in the Pentagon. The grand
strategy designed and executed over the long haul was Containment, hence the corollary that
ever since 1991 the United States has been awaiting another George Kennan to tell us what
new grand strategy ought to discipline and focus U. S. energies. Thus, there is a tendency in
our strategic discourse, illustrated by the Brookings volume, to assume that Containment
represented the norm and post-cold war drift the aberration; to assume, in short, that the
United States can do grand strategy, did do grand strategy, and thus needs only to recover the
capacity displayed by the “greatest generation” who were “present at the creation” in the
heroic years of the late 1940s. [6]

A broader tour d’horizon of U. S. history, however, might suggest otherwise, as illustrated by
another glaring juxtaposition of quotes.

“There are two men who have imparted to American foreign policy a tendency that is still
being followed today; the first is Washington and the second Jefferson....” Their principles of
neutrality, no permanent alliances, and no granting or soliciting special privileges from foreign

nations,

. so plain and just as to be easily understood by the people, have greatly simplified
the foreign policy of the United States. As the Union takes no part in the affairs of
Europe, it has, properly speaking, no foreign interests to discuss, since it has, as yet, no
powerful neighbors on the American continent... The foreign policy of the United
States is eminently expectant; it consists more in abstaining than in acting.

It is therefore very difficult to ascertain, at present, what degree of sagacity the
American democracy will display in the conduct of the foreign policy of the country;
upon this point its adversaries as well as its friends must suspend their judgment. As for
myself, I do not hesitate to say that it is especially in the conduct of their foreign
relations that democracies appear to me decidedly inferior to other governments....
Foreign politics demand scarcely any of those qualities which are peculiar in a
democracy; they require, on the contrary, the perfect use of almost all those in which it
is deficient. Democracy is favorable to the increase of the internal resources of a state;
it diffuses wealth and comfort ... [but] a democracy can only with great difficulty
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regulate the details of an important undertaking, persevere in a fixed design, and work
out its execution in spite of serious obstacles. It cannot combine its measures with

secrecy or await the consequences with patience. [7]

Democracies, especially the wild and vast American one, do not do grand strategy, or else

cannot do it very well or for very long: such was the famous judgment rendered by Tocqueville

170 years ago. What then, does one make of the even more famous conclusion to his chapter

on the “three races” populating the continent?

It must not, then, be imagined that the impulse of the British race in the New World
can be arrested. The dismemberment of the Union and the hostilities that might ensue,
the abolition of republican institutions and the tyrannical government that might
succeed, may retard this impulse, but they cannot prevent the people from ultimately
fulfilling their destinies.... [Free immigration, continental expanse, and spirit of
enterprise will overcome all.] Thus, in the midst of the uncertain future one event at
least is sure. At a period that may be said to be near, for we are speaking of the life of a
nation, the Anglo-Americans alone will cover the immense space contained between
the polar regions and the tropics, extending from the coasts of the Atlantic to those of
the Pacific Ocean.... The time will therefore come when 150 million men will be living
in North America, equal in condition, all belonging to one family, owing their origin to
the same cause, and preserving the same civilization, the same language, the same
religion, the same habits, the same manners, and imbued with the same opinions,
propagated under the same forms. The rest is uncertain, but this is certain; and it is a
fact new to the world, a fact that the imagination strives in vain to grasp.

There are at the present time two great nations in the world, which started from
different points, but seem to tend towards the same end. I allude to the Russians and
the Americans.... The conquests of the American are gained by the plowshare; those of
the Russian by the sword. The Anglo-American relies upon personal interest to
accomplish his ends and gives free scope to the unguided strength and common sense of
the people; the Russian centers all the authority of society in a single arm. The
principal instrument of the former is freedom; of the latter, servitude. Their starting-
point is different and their courses are not the same; yet each of them seems marked out
by the will of Heaven to sway the destinies of half the globe. [8]

Bottom line: in the age of Jacksonian Democracy, Manifest Destiny, and escalating Sectional

Crisis, Tocqueville described a nation that was uninterested in practicing grand strategy as the

rest of the civilized human race understood it—hence the Great Rule obeyed since

Washington’s time—and yet was destined to know grand strategic success in terms of growth,

power, and security, that no other state in the world save perhaps Russia could match. Talk
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about disconnect! Can it be that the United States flourished over its first century despite, or
because of, its government’s lack of any self-conscious grand strategy? Or can the elements,
however passive, of nineteenth-century American foreign and military policy be rightly
deemed grand strategy? Or can a civil faith—faith that divine Providence, historical progress,
or one’s own righteousness mystically guarantees the national destiny—function as a sort of
force multiplier or self-fulfilling prophecy, in which case strategies based on amoral power
politics and Machiavellian cunning can amount to a suicidal tempting of fate?

According to Tocqueville’s observations the U.S. government needed to do very little to realize
the national destiny and the only way it could fumble it away was by gratuitous interventions
or invitations that risked making North America once again a target of the European Great
Powers. The unilateral neutralism of Washington’s Great Rule and Jefferson’s “no entangling
alliances,” the ideological prudence of John Quincy Adams’s “not going abroad in search of
monsters to destroy,” the regional and republican separatism of Monroe’s Doctrine, and the
expansionist Manifest Destiny heralded by Jacksonians might appear to be coordinated,
mutually reinforcing principles of a brilliant national strategy exploiting the United States’
asymmetrical diplomatic, economic, ideological, and military advantages in that era to
maximal effect. It is just that they do not look like grand strategy because nobody outside the
Prussian General Staff and British Admiralty or East India Company thought in those terms in
the mid-nineteenth century or (if they did) expressed their grand strategic ideas in so many

words.

Hence, two big issues that scholars and strategists need to address are simply: does grand
strategy have to be articulated for it to be said to exist at all; and if not, can grand strategy be
said to move a nation even when that nation’s fluctuating roster of mostly incompetent leaders
are unsure as to why they do anything? In other words, was Auguste Comte correct when he
insisted that demography is destiny, or Robert Strausz-Hupé when he insisted that you cannot
argue with geography? We quote such lines to good effect, but are they operationally true in
the sense of being impersonal forces that move events? One need not be a rigid determinist to
grant that, especially in retrospect, there is often a logic to strategic interactions that the
players sensed, if at all, by sheer instinct. Experts at poker or bridge call that “card sense.”
Talleyrand called it the art of statecraft to foresee the inevitable and expedite its occurrence.
Bismarck called politics the art of the possible and statecraft to hear “the steps of God
sounding through events, then leap up and grasp the hem of His garment.” Kissinger called
that people blessed whose leaders can look destiny in the eye without flinching, but also
without trying to play God. What are they trying to describe? It seems as if successful grand
strategy requires both acquiescence and aspiration, observation and imagination, prudence
and audacity, prideful mastery of men and humble service of Providence, not to mention the
meticulous groundwork, assessment of the correlation of forces, and deft timing whose

strategic fruits appear, to the victimized and the envious, as contemptible luck.
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To those who doubt the U.S. government can do grand strategy well (something on which
“beltway bandits” and critical bloggers seem to agree) [9], the on-line STRATFOR
Geopolitical Diary had a definitive answer. In anticipation of the 2009 Fourth of July it posted
an essay celebrating what it confidently professed to be our overarching, automatic, and now
230 year-old grand strategy. It began (rightly) by tracing U. S. strategic ideas back to
eighteenth-century Britain inasmuch as the thirteen colonies could aspire to their mother
country’s geopolitical advantages as an insular, maritime, commercial power benefitting from
the rivalries and balance of power prevailing among its continental Europe rivals. Another
idea it failed to mention, however, was the impressive, exemplary, hard-won unity among
England, Wales, Scotland, and Ireland. That was what freed the Crown, Parliament, Bank of
England, and Board of Trade to mobilize national resources for the pursuit of power and
wealth abroad. During and after 1776 the Founders of the United States had the United
Kingdom (and the United Provinces of the Netherlands) very much on their minds.

STRATFOR went on to postulate the existence of “five core rules” or “geopolitical
imperatives” that have allegedly “determined the behavior” of the United States. The first was
to secure strategic depth by pushing inland from the Atlantic coast, crossing the Appalachians,
and in the 1783 treaty of peace with Britain obtaining title to all the land east of the
Mississippi. The second was to expand that strategic depth across the continent. It was
accomplished through the Louisiana Purchase, its successful defense in the War of 1812, the
subsequent treaties demilitarizing the U.S.-Canadian boundary, and especially in the Mexican
War of 1846-48, which yielded all of Texas, California, and the land in between.

The third step, says STRATFOR, was “to gain control of the ocean approaches” which was
accomplished, in the Caribbean and Pacific alike, by the dawn of the twentieth century. “Once
a nation controls its approaches, the next logical step—the fourth imperative—is to reach
farther and control the oceans themselves.” Of course, that strategic genius Uncle Sam
achieved that by the end of World War II, securing its grip on the oceans through naval
hegemony and alliances with littoral states in Europe and Asia. All that remained was the fifth
imperative, which was to prevent any one power from dominating the Eurasian land mass.
Needless to say, that mandated the successful Containment and Deterrence of the Soviet bloc.
STRATFOR concludes: “These five strategic imperatives are not found anywhere in the
Constitution of laws of the United States. But every one of the country’s 44 presidents,
regardless of intention, has conformed to them, compelled by the inexorable logic of
geography.... And the same geopolitical imperatives that drove these actions will shape
American efforts into the future—just as they have since 1776.”[10]

How credible is that? T would certainly dispute the assertion that every single president
conformed to this programmatic template. On the contrary, presidents who have given
evidence of strategic vision are a decided minority. But the very notion of U. S. traditions of
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foreign policy, such as I developed in Promised Land, Crusader State, implies continuities
even, or especially, when the president and secretary of state are ignorant, distracted, or
running on auto-pilot because no crisis beckons. Thus, I argued that (1) Exceptionalism,
narrowly defined as the defense, not risky export, of U. S. liberty, plus (2) Unilateralism
endorsed in Washington’s Farewell and Jefferson’s Inaugural, plus (3) the American System of
States envisioned by the Monroe Doctrine, plus (4) continental Expansion imagined as an
idealistic, pioneer-driven “manifest destiny,” but enabled by a diplomatic and military
“manifest design” begun by Washington and Benjamin Franklin during the War of
Independence and climaxing in the Oregon Treaty and Mexican War under James K. Polk,
comprised a mutually reinforcing body of strategic principles that guaranteed the nation’s
stupendous growth against any contingency except civil war (and even managed to surmount
that emergency). [11]

Indeed, one useful measure of sound grand strategy could be derived from the successful
example of the United States’ rise to world power and the failed examples of Germany and
Japan. Paul Kennedy elegantly styled the latter “middle powers” seeking to break into the
ranks of the world powers seemingly destined to loom over the coming twentieth century: the
Russian, British, and American empires. Kennedy underscored their importance by discarding
the usual periodization with breaks at 1871, 1890, and 1914, in favor of a section beginning in
1885, when Meiji Japan and Imperial Germany began questing for overseas empire. [12] In
two world wars their excellent general staffs backed by fully supportive regimes conducted
military operations at the highest level and won stunning triumphs. But they brought utter
ruin in the end because they wrongly assumed that sufficient operational success at the level of
strategy could transform realities at the level of grand strategy. My definition of sound grand
strategy, therefore, simply postulates the opposite: an equation of ends and means so sturdy
that it triumphs despite serial setbacks at the level of strategy, operations, and campaigns. The
classic example is Allied grand strategy during World War II. [13]

Of course, throughout the nineteenth century the United States was so blessed that except for
the Civil War Americans could realize imperial ambitions on a pittance. No wonder they
developed the habit which Harvey Sicherman calls “cheap hawkery.” Moreover, Americans
could defend what they had and grasp what they wanted without too much aforethought. To
be sure, the authors of our grand traditions knew what they were doing or, just as important,
refraining from doing, and why. As ecarly as 1789 Alexander Hamilton wrote in The
Federalist No. 8: “If we are wise enough to preserve the Union we may for ages enjoy an
advantage similar to that of an insulated situation. Europe is at a great distance from us. Her
colonies in our vicinity will likely to continue too much disproportioned in strength to be able
to give us any dangerous annoyance. Extensive military establishments cannot, in this
position, be necessary to our security.... This is an idea not superficial or futile, but solid and
weighty.” Throughout the ante-bellum era only a few dozen diplomats and military
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professionals, such as General Winfield Scott and naval Lieutenant Matthew Maury, needed
to think in terms of grand strategy. But the miniature army on the frontier and navy in the
Mediterranean and western Pacific did such excellent duty that American settlers and
merchants took their new frontiers for granted. Henry James did not wonder at that
insouciance because, he wrote in 1879,

That generation which grew up with the century witnessed during a period of fifty
years the immense, uninterrupted material development of the young Republic ... there
seems to be little room for surprise that it should have implanted a kind of superstitious
faith in the grandeur of the country, its duration, its immunity from the usual troubles
of earthly empires.... From this conception of the American future the sense of its
having problems to solve was blissfully absent; there were no difficulties in the
programme, no looming complication, no rocks ahead.” [14]

Right around that year of 1879, however, responsible people in responsible posts in the United
States began to notice that the heretofore friendly strategic environment was in rapid flux. The
industrial revolution was spreading through Europe and was launched in Japan. Revolutions
in commerce, shipping, and communications were forging a global economic and military
arena, as symbolized by bulk cargo oceanic steamships, the trans-Atlantic telegraph cable, the
Transcontinental Railroad and Suez Canal of 1869, and the shift in 1876 of the global futures
market for cereals from Danzig to the Chicago Board of Trade. In the decades to come Britain
and her many new challengers for naval and colonial power bumped up against U. S. interests
and spheres of influence. The time had come to institutionalize grand strategy.

Chief among the responsible people who did so were Commodore Stephen B. Luce, who
founded the Naval War College in 1884, Captain A. T. Mahan whom Luce recruited to teach
the influence of sea power on history, Secretary of the Navy Benjamin Tracy who challenged
Congress in 1890 to fund a modern two-ocean navy, the magnates of steel mills and shipyards
who built the United States’ first military-industrial complex, and Progressive publicists
ranging from pastor Josiah Strong to politician Albert Beveridge, press mogul William
Randolph Hearst, and pundit Herbert Croly. Thanks to all the above most Americans took in
stride the Yankee imperialism beginning in 1898. That era’s “great equation” of federal
policies to promote defense, exports, sustainable growth, conservation, assimilation of
immigrants, free enterprise with measures to check its worst abuses, and both secular and
Social Gospel safety nets amounted to the United States’ first articulated grand strategy,
perhaps best personified by Theodore Roosevelt. [15] The only aspect of that strategy that did
not serve the nation well was its humanitarian, “white man’s burden” notion to the effect that
the American people possessed the calling, the means, and the wisdom to uplift foreign
cultures.
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What is more, that nation- or state-building component explains why I also deemed
Progressive Imperialism the first in a new category of foreign policy traditions. For over the
course of the twentieth century U. S. policy elites, perceiving their nation increasingly
threatened by wars and revolutions in a shrinking, global arena, ceased trying to keep the
outside world from shaping their nation and instead began trying to reshape the world. The
next new tradition was Wilsonianism which spiritualized and universalized the local, partly
strategic humanitarian crusades of Progressive Imperialism and purported to do for the world
what the United States had manifestly been unable to do for Cuba or the Philippines. Being
essentially utopian, Wilsonianism was a grievous temptation and failure after both world
wars. The upshot was another tradition, Containment, which proved slow, costly, and
sometimes morally compromising. But since it was grounded in realism and periodically
renewed by serious grand strategy—for instance, during the first terms of Eisenhower, Nixon,
and Reagan—Containment prevailed. [16] The final new tradition, which sometimes stood
alone but always co-existed with the others, was what I call Global Meliorism, the idea that
the United States has not just a destiny as an exemplar, but a mission as an actor, to bestow
peace, prosperity, human rights, and freedom as the American people understand those terms
on the entire world. From Herbert Hoover to Jimmy Carter to George W. Bush national
leaders have repeatedly formulated (or at least justified) grand strategies on the basis of global
meliorist ideology. Hoover said the way to fight Communism in Russia was with food, not
with guns. Kennedy’s and Johnson’s “best and brightest” said the way to defeat Communism
in the Third World was to win the hearts and minds of South Vietnamese by offering them a
better social and political revolution. George W. Bush said the way to defeat terrorism in the
Muslim world was to drain the swamps of despair and disaffection by democratizing the
Middle East (Tony Blair, even now, spurns the expediency of a Machiavelli, Bismarck, and by
implication Thatcher and Reagan, in favor of militant idealism because, he says, our cause “is

just, right, and the only way the future of the world can work”). [17]

My list of nineteenth and twentieth century U.S. foreign policy traditions—given a sufficiently
liberal definition of terms—would seem to support the contention that the United States has a
rich and varied experience with grand strategy. Its people possessed, if perhaps somewhat
intuitively, a de facto grand strategy that not only ensured the nation spectacular growth, but
was so low-maintenance as to be almost imperceptible beyond the tiny Departments of State,
War, and Navy. In the latter nineteenth century the nation designed a de jure grand strategy
that required more vigorous mobilization of federal resources to manage an increasingly urban
industrial society at home and militant imperial rivalries abroad.

What followed was an era of global turmoil that began in 1898, escalated around 1911 with
the Chinese and Mexican revolutions, turned total upon U.S. entry into the world war in 1917,
and has for all practical purposes never ended. The American people hoped the era of global
turmoil had ended during the 1920s, again in 1945-46, and again in the 1990s. But each time
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new threats and opportunities emanating from abroad compelled—or at least seemed to
compel—the U.S. government to react, which meant it had to make some kind of geopolitical
reading as to what the circumstances required. Hence, the historical record would seem to
indicate, first, that the United States can and has embraced grand strategies (even during the
eras once scorned as isolationist), second, that strategies based on realist premises have been
mostly fruitful, and third, that strategies based on idealist premises have been mostly abortive.

[18]

Robert Kagan, the neoconservative heavyweight, does not agree. Indeed, he is devoting years
to a two-volume history of U.S. foreign relations seemingly to debunk interpretations such as
my own—albeit without so much as a footnote to the scholarship he dismisses. Dangerous
Nation, Kagan’s first volume, covers the century down to 1898 during which neutrality,
unilateralism, and reticence seemed to characterize U.S. foreign policy. On the contrary,
Kagan labors to argue, the American people have believed ever since their nation’s inception in
their mission to liberate the whole human race, not just by example but exertion abroad. In
short, George Washington was a neo-con. [19] The sometimes explicit, but always implicit
message of Kagan’s books and columns is that the true and abiding U.S. grand strategy is to
export democracy, free markets, and human rights in what amounts to universal regime-
change. Now, there are prophecies of the Kingdom of Heaven on earth where swords are beat
into plowshares and lions lie down with lambs. For a few years after the Cold War there were
also Hegelian prophecies of an end to history thanks to the ideas that conquered the world.
[20] But grand strategy is not usually thought of as a faith-based initiative. Or does Kagan
really believe the U.S. government knows how to pacify and develop Fallujah or Kandahar? If
s0, he ought to inspect how little billions of dollars in urban renewal have achieved over forty
years in the United States’ own inner cities. What is more, even if such Global Meliorism, with
or without guns, were a viable option for terrorist sanctuaries under U.S. occupation, what
strategic relevance can nation-building theory possibly have for such sources of geopolitical

angst as Iran, China, and Russia?

Andrew Bacevich disagrees with my interpretation of the U.S. foreign policy traditions and
grand strategies for the opposite reason than Kagan. While agreeing with us that American
isolationism is a myth, Bacevich rejects both my emphasis on geopolitics and Kagan’s
emphasis on ideology in favor of an economic interpretation. Indeed, his paleo-conservative
critique of what he calls the new U. S. militarism and empire revives the New Left revisionism
of William Appleman Williams. That “Wisconsin” or “Open Door” school was not strictly
Marxist, but it did advance a mono-causal economic theory for what Williams called the
tragedy of U. S. diplomacy. The real motive for U.S. foreign policy during all eras of history
was not security or liberty, but the capitalist appetite for new markets, resources, and
customers, at home and increasingly abroad. So the American Dream was real, but therein lay

tragedy because in order to meet the growing expectations of a growing population the United
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States was ineluctably drawn to imperialism that belied its liberationist rhetoric. Keenly aware
of the consumerism and seductive advertising lurking behind this national tragedy, Bacevich
blames the United States’ grand strategic folly on the iron triangle of business, political, and
military elites who alone benefit from the nation’s peripatetic crusades. Indeed, the statistics he
cites on U. S. debt and over-extension suggest a Ponzi scheme at the end of its tether. In sum,
the United States has indeed pursued a grand strategy ever since 1776. But far from being
ideological, benign, and destined to triumph, as Kagan suggests, it is material, malign, and
destined to ruin. [21]

Christopher Layne, a paleo-conservative political scientist of libertarian leanings, is just as
critical of U. S. imperial overstretch. But his excavation in search of the roots of our strategic
overstretch and malaise discovers them, not in the post 9/11 era where crusading neocons
lurked, nor in the post-Cold War era where the Lexus and Olive Tree glistened. On the
contrary, Layne spies an essential continuity in U. S. grand strategy after and before 9/11, after
and before the entire Cold War, even after and before World War II. He identifies the abiding
U.S. grand strategy as one of “extra-regional hegemony” and locates its roots in the planning
the Roosevelt administration initiated in 1940 and brought to maturity by 1944—45. What
FDR’s wartime brain trust, both civilian and military, were tasked to do and did, was to draft
the blueprints for U. S. dominance over the security, economics, and ideologies of Europe, the
Middle East, and East Asia, well before Soviet intransigence gave them the added incentive of

Containment.

Political science theories would not have predicted such behavior, given the lessons of history
about the cost, risk, and ultimate futility of quests for hegemony. But the United States had the
means and opportunity to bid for hegemony, and the Open Door (here Layne parallels
Bacevich) provided the motive. The foreign policy and business establishments in the United
States concluded from the era of the world wars that the nation’s core values of liberty, peace,
and ever-greater prosperity could never be truly secure until democracy and open markets
prevailed everywhere. So they manipulated American politics and institutions to promote
hegemony through global engagement, albeit under the guise of anti-hegemonic Deterrence,
Modernization, Democratic or Liberal Regime theory. Eisenhower alone opposed the
hegemonic consensus, asserts Layne, but he was isolated even within his own administration.
The upshot, since the Realist theory of international relations is valid, was that U.S. hegemony
invariably conjured into being opponents while obliging the imperial power to wage perpetual
wars in the name of perpetual peace (if only to purchase the continued loyalty of clients), even
where U.S. interests were only marginally engaged. So whereas the post-9/11 wars in the
Muslim world might have driven the United States to the limits of its financial and military
strength, such a denouement was inevitable for a nation pursuing a grand strategy based on
the delusion that empire pays for itself. Layne concludes with a survey of the grand strategies
now available to the United States—Hegemony, Selective Engagement, Offshore Balancing,
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and Isolationism—and argues that the only one that would honestly fulfill the criteria of grand
strategy with regard to priorities, ends, means, economy, asymmetrical advantage, and
acceptable risk is Offshore Balancing. He would terminate U.S. security treaties with NATO,
Japan, and South Korea, cease pestering China and Russia about their internal affairs, stand
offshore of the Persian Gulf, and launch a crash R&D program to escape dependence on
foreign oil. In sum, he recommends a return to the pre-1917 era of U.S. grand strategy. [22]

That so many analysts of the Realist school of international relations have soured on U.S.
military assertion abroad, even in the wake of the first attack on the United States since Pearl
Harbor, says plenty about how unpersuasive U.S. strategy has become. Barry Posen, Stephen
Van Evera, and Stephen Walt, like Chris Layne former students of Kenneth Waltz, have all
pleaded for a grand strategy based on restraint. So, too, has Colin Dueck, who characterized
American strategic culture as uniquely prone to utopian ambitions and universal commitments
sold to the public with lofty rhetoric and the promise of minimal cost, or “limited liability.”
Thus, writes Dueck, “It was an illusion to think that a stable, secure, and democratic Iraq
could arise without a significant long-term U.S. investment of both blood and treasure.... But
even after 9/11, the preference for limited liability in strategic affairs continued to weigh
heavily on Bush.” The Administration really believed Rumsfeld’s boast that 9/11 gave America
another World War II sort of opportunity “to refashion the world.” Believing that siren’s song,
President Bush proceeded to replicate the worst features of Liberal Internationalism by
“pursuing a set of extremely ambitious and idealistic foreign policy goals without initially
providing the full or proportionate means to achieve those goals. In this sense, it must be said,
George W. Bush was very much a Wilsonian.” [23]

Dueck’s historical survey echoes Layne’s list of strategic choices. Following World War I, the
United States could have opted for engagement through the League of Nations,
disengagement, or limited engagement in the European balance of power (military alliance
with France and Britain). After World War II, the United States had four options:
disengagement, rollback of Communism, an amicable spheres-of-influence deal with Stalin, or
worldwide containment. After the Cold War, the United States could have chosen
disengagement, balance of power, liberal internationalism, or hegemony. In every case, Dueck
argues, the United States opted for limited-liability strategies and, in the wake of Iraq, is likely
to do so again. Hence, he concludes, “the choice between a strategy of primacy and a strategy
of liberal internationalism, which currently seems to characterize public debate over U.S.
foreign policy, is almost beside the point. Neither strategy will work if Americans are
unwilling to incur the full costs and risks that are implied in either case.” [24]

If the gloom-sayers are even partially right it would seem the United States has no good grand
strategic options at present. Indeed, we may have none at all given that the global financial

meltdown can only reinforce our “cheap hawk” proclivities, given that the Wilsonian
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moralistic conceit so dear to the nation’s self-image obliges U.S. foreign policy to be (or
pretend to be) a crusade to abolish grand strategy, given that our Constitution mandates
frequent turnover in the executive branch, given that our checked and balanced, multi-
branched system of government is either spastic or strait-jacketed by design, and given that
those executive bureaucracies charged with strategic planning often seem more interested in
thwarting each other than America’s enemies. Just consider the sobering testimony offered by
two smart, experienced veterans of strategic planning, Richard Betts and Leslie Gelb.
According to Betts, no government, not least the United States, can really “do” grand strategy
because nobody can accurately forecast the costs of strategic choices, or predict the outcomes
of alternate choices, or determine the variables and stakes in a given competition or war, or
control for the Clausewitzian friction and fog of battles both military and bureaucratic, or
predict (much less counter) the reactions of adversaries, or surmount the Tocquevillian
incompetence and impatience of democracies. According to Gelb, strategic planning can
perversely work too well! In a large democracy like the United States, he observed during the
Vietnam War, the process of bargaining among agencies and with the Congress tends to
privilege what he called “Option B,” the sort of incremental half-measures that meet the
requirements of no coherent strategy at all. [25]

Finally, as Drezner wrote after the 2006 elections registered their verdict on President Bush’s
crusade, the American people found themselves back at square one waiting for a new George
Kennan who, like Samuel Beckett’s Godot, never shows. But if the gloom-sayers are right we
are even worse off than that because even the “greatest generation” that was “present at the
creation” of the Cold War architecture was not the role model we want to believe. For
instance, Dueck has denounced the “cheap hawkery” that made the Truman Doctrine a risible
bluff until the Korean War (itself partly a product of U. S. blunders). John Lewis Gaddis has
long argued that NSC 68, the document that allegedly reversed the “cheap hawkery,” was
itself a deeply flawed blueprint for strategy. [26] Gaddis even regards Kennan’s concept of
Containment to have been myopic and idiosyncratic. Thomas Wright goes so far as to indict
the whole 1940s cohort and believes the only lessons to be learned are from their mistakes.
[27] To be sure, Eisenhower’s 1953 strategic planning “for the long haul,” expertly
documented by Bowie and Immerman, enjoys a long overdue exemplary status. But however
commendable Eisenhower’s process, the “Strategies of Containment” are only of limited
relevance because the correlation of forces, nature of the adversaries, and asymmetrical
strengths and vulnerabilities were so different then than now. Just contrast Paul Nitze’s
analysis of Soviet intentions and capabilities in the 1950s with Andrew Krepinevich’s “seven
deadly scenarios” in the 2010s. [28] What is more, even though Containment ultimately
brought the Cold War to a triumphant end without undermining our values, its cost in terms
of lives, treasure, and economic opportunities was far more than the American people are

willing or able to pledge. [29]
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Not surprisingly, therefore, Drezner rejects all the strategic concepts advanced by the self-
nominated candidates for Kennan’s mantle, including Jeffrey Legro, Michael Mandelbaum,
Anatol Lieven and John Hulsman, John Ikenberry and Anne-Marie Slaughter, and Benjamin
Page and Marshall Bouton. [30] One could add to that list Francis Fukuyama and Amitai
Etzioni among others. Why do all these authoritative authors fall flat? Because none says
anything very original. They just reflexively damn the Bush administration’s hubris and poor
execution while reaffirming human rights, democracy, and an open world economy as the
proper goals of American strategy. Invariably, the result is some rhetorical hybrid reminiscent
of Dr. Doolittle’s fanciful Pushmi-pullyu, the beast with two heads and no rump. We are told,
for instance, to be visionary yet pragmatic (Legro), ethical yet realistic (Lieven and Hulsman),
realistic yet Wilsonian (Fukuyama), moral yet muscular (Eztioni), focused yet ambiguous and
flexible (Drezner himself). [31]

World weary as I am, having witnessed so many disappointing and disillusioning cycles of
politics and foreign policy, having acquired so much vicarious experience of human folly and
forgetfulness from my study of history, I nurture no hope that a great burst of grand strategic
creativity lies just ahead. Oh, this or a subsequent administration may make institutional
reforms, such as insisting that the National Security Strategy document address resources and
means instead of just goals, or reinventing the Eisenhower NSC structure with its Planning and
Operations Coordinating boards. But otherwise, I incline to the wisdom of Harvey Sicherman.
Whenever I wax imaginative about the clever schemes of statesmen, past or present, Harvey
assures me that [ am giving them way too much credit for knowing what they are doing or
being able to do it. So whatever buzz words become the shorthand for a new American
strategy, | expect the most we can hope for is that our national security agencies and their
consulting firms just post on their walls the business strategist Richard Rumelt’s list of ten
strategic blunders and meditate on them every day. [32] They are:

1. Failure to recognize or take seriously the fact that resources are scarce

2. Mistaking strategic goals for strategy

3. Failure to recognize or state the strategic problem

4. Choosing unattainable or poor strategic goals

5. Failure to define the challenge competitively

6. Making false presumptions about one’s competence

7. Loss of focus due to too many stakeholders and bureaucratic processes to satisfy
8. Inaccurately determining one’s areas of competitive advantage
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9. Failure to realize that few people have the cognitive skills needed for strategy
10. Failure to understand the adversary.

I would add to this list one more:
11. Failure to understand ourselves.

In his famous “Silent Majority speech” President Richard Nixon assured listeners that North
Vietnam could not defeat the United States, “only Americans can do that.” I suspect that were
we to run our minds over the whole sweep of U.S. diplomatic and military history we could
readily trace our nation’s disasters and wasteful detours in good part to our own nation’s
foibles. They are legion. We are human. But chief among them is a tendency to be so dazzled
by our own destiny and morality that we cannot see ourselves as others see us. So even as the
American people must figure out how to frustrate our terrorist enemies and Great Power rivals
in the era to come, so must we hearken to Edmund Burke. “Among precautions against
ambition,” he warned, “it may not be amiss to take one precaution against our own. I must
fairly say, I dread our own power and own ambition; I dread our being too much dreaded....
[W]e 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. [33]

Grand strategy, whatever other ambitions it may serve, cannot aim at the abolition or
obviation of grand strategy itself. That is why U.S. strategists, while devoting all their
imagination to the prevention of specific dangers, cannot be about eliminating the possibility
of deadly scenarios altogether. To cite a Samuel Huntington metaphor told me by Jim Kurth,
the most a wise statesman can do is imagine his ship of state on an infinite sea, with no port
behind and no destination ahead, his sole responsibility being to weather the storms certain to

come, and keep the ship on an even keel so long as he has the bridge.

Notes:

1. Angelo M. Codevilla, Advice to War Presidents: A Remedial Course in Statecraft (New
York: Basic Books, 2009), p. 273.

2. Walter A. McDougall, Promised Land, Crusader State: The American Encounter with
the World Since 1776 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1997), p. 220.

3. See inter alia Aaron L. Friedberg, “Strengthening Strategic Planning,” Washington
Quarterly 31:1 (2007): 47-60; Rupert Smith, The Utility of Force: The Art of War in the
Modern World (New York: Knopf, 2007); Andrew F. Krepinevich and Barry D.

Watts, Regaining Strategic Competence: Strategy for the Long Haul (Washington,
D.C.: Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments, 2009); and Codevilla, Advice to

92 | FPRI



10.

11.

12.

13.

14.
15.

16.

War Presidents. For a standard classic defining the field in general see John M.
Collins, Grand Strategy: Principles and Practices (Annapolis, Md.: Naval Institute
Press, 1983).

George W. Bush, “Second Inaugural Address” (Jan. 20, 2007) accessed Sep. 29, 2009)
at http://www.bartleby.com/124/pres67.html.

Daniel W. Drezner, ed., Avoiding Trivia: The Role of Strategic Planning in American
Foreign Policy (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2009), pp. 3-4.

Aaron L. Friedberg, “Strengthening U.S. Strategic Planning, in ibid., pp. 84-97.

Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (New York: Vintage, 1945), pp. 240-45;
for other editions just see volume 1, chapter 13.

Ibid., pp. 450-52 (volume 1, chapter 18).

For instance, see http://zenhuber.blogspot.com/2009/09/another-krock-of-
krepinevich.html

STRATFOR Geopolitical Diary, “America’s Indivisible Imperatives” (July 2, 2009),
accessed July 22, 2009) at http://www.stratfor.com/geopolitical_diary

The hardball war and diplomacy of the Polk administration that belied the benign,
idealistic “Manifest Destiny” school of U.S. expansion, is summarized by McDougall,
Promised Land, Crusader State, pp. 76-98, and described in depth by Thomas R.
Hietala, Manifest Design: American Exceptionalism and Empire (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell
University, 2003), and David M. Pletcher, The Diplomacy of Annexation: Texas,
Oregon, and the Mexican War (Columbia: University of Missouri, 1973).

Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers (New York: Random House,
1987), pp. 194-346.

Krepinevich and Watts, Regaining Strategic Competence, which cites in turn Richard
Overy, Why the Allies Won (New York: Norton, 1995), and Andrew Rogers, Masters
and Commanders: How Roosevelt, Churchill, Marshall and Alan Brooke Won the War
in the West (London: Allen Lane, 2005).

Henry James, Hawthorne (New York: Harper & Bros., 1879), pp. 142-43.

See the Annapolis, Md.: Naval Institute Press publications by Robert Seager, Alfred
Thayer Mahan: The Man and His Letters (1977), Robert G. Albion, Makers of Naval
Policy, 1798-1947 (1980), and James C. Bradford, ed., Admirals of the New Steel
Navy (1990); also Richard D. Challener, Admirals, Generals, and American Foreign
Policy 1898-1914 (Princeton, N.].: Princeton University, 1973), Richard H.

Collin, Theodore Roosevelt, Culture, Diplomacy, and Expansion: A New View of
American Imperialism (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University, 1985), and Walter A.
McDougall, Let the Sea Make a Noise: A History of the North Pacific From Magellan
to MacArthur (New York: Basic Books, 1993).

On Eisenhower’s Solarium exercise and the drafting of the New Look blueprint NSC
162/2 of Fall 1953; see Robert R. Bowie and Richard H. Immerman, Waging Peace:

93 | FPRI


http://www.bartleby.com/124/pres67.html
http://zenhuber.blogspot.com/2009/09/another-krock-of-krepinevich.html
http://zenhuber.blogspot.com/2009/09/another-krock-of-krepinevich.html
http://www.stratfor.com/geopolitical_diary

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

How Eisenhower Shaped an Enduring Cold War Strategy (New York: Oxford
University, 1998).

Tony Blair, “Doctrine of the International Community: Ten Years Later,” Yale Journal
of International Affairs 4:2 (2009): pp. 5-14. Blair spoke in Chicago in April 1999 and
again April 2009 when he declared “I remain adamantly in the same spot,
metaphorically as well as actually, of ten years ago, that evening in this city. The
statesmanship that went before regarded politics as a Bismarck or Machiavelli regarded
it. It’s all a power play; a matter, not of right and wrong, but of who’s on our side, and
our side defined by our interests, not our values.... I never thought such politics very
sensible or practical. I think it even less so now....”

But wait, you may say, was not isolationism the “default mode” of the United States
whenever a clear and present danger was not evident or, as in the 1930s, even when a
clear and present danger should have been evident? That is what proponents of
interventionist schools, be they Progressive Imperialist, Wilsonian or Global Meliorist,
want us to believe. If we are not with them on some ambitious, always moral, foreign
commitment, then we are selfish, stupid isolationists. But beginning with my research
on the post-World War I era for my first book way back in the 1970s and culminating
with my research for Promised Land, Crusader State in the mid-1990s, I was forced to
conclude that U.S. foreign policy was never isolationist except for the years 1933-38.
Indeed, the Republican administrations of the 1920s pursued a highly articulated grand
strategy with sophisticated military, diplomatic, financial, and political components. It
was wrecked by the Great Depression, but diplomatic historians now agree that
Charles Evans Hughes, Frank Kellogg, Herbert Hoover, J. P. Morgan, etc., conceived
of a strategy just as liberal and far more effective than Woodrow Wilson’s.

Robert Kagan, Dangerous Nation (New York: Knopf, 2006). On the Founders see
Kagan, “Neocon Nation: Neconservatism, ¢. 1776,” World Affairs 1, no. 2 (Spring
2008).

See Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (New York: Free Press,
1992), and Michael Mandelbaum, The Ideas That Conquered the World: Peace,
Democracy, and Free Markets in the Twenty-first Century (New York: Public Affairs,
2002).

Bacevich’s scholarly evolution seems to have been inspired by his fierce loyalty to the
U.S. military which in turn bred righteous anger over the damage done by the excessive
demands made on the army and marines in particular since 9/11. Compare

his American Empire: The Realities and Consequences of U.S. Diplomacy (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University, 2002), to The New American Militarism: How Americans
Are Seduced into War (New York: Oxford University, 2005), and The Limits of Power:
The End of American Exceptionalism (New York: Metropolitan, 2008). His theory
about the elites manipulating grand strategy is reminiscent not only of William

94 | FPRI



22.

23.

24.
25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

Appleman Williams, The Tragedy of American Diplomacy, rev. ed. (1962), but of his
contemporary, the sociologist C. Wright Mills, The Power Elite (New York: Oxford
University, 1956).

Christopher Layne, The Peace of lllusions: American Grand Strategy from 1940 to the
Present (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University, 2006). Geir Lundestad’s critical review

at www.politicalreviewnet.com/polrev/reviews/DIPH/R _145_2 faults Layne for
depicting U.S. strategy over many decades as one-dimensional and invulnerable to
domestic political resistance. If so, then how can his recommended alternative of
offshore-balancing be a realistic alternative? He also faults Layne for underestimating
the seriousness of the Soviet confrontation and European eagerness for a U. S.
commitment. Lundestad himself has referred to the U.S.-led Western bloc as “empire
by invitation.”

Colin Dueck, Reluctant Crusaders: Power, Culture, and Change in American Grand
Strategy (Princeton, N.].: Princeton, 2006); quote on p. 162.

Ibid., p. 171.

Richard K. Betts, “Is Strategy an Illusion?” International Security 25, no. 2 (Fall 2000):
pp- 5-50; Leslie H. Gelb, The Irony of Vietnam: The System Worked (Washington,
D.C.: Brookings Institution, 1979).

See the Gaddis commentary in Ernest R. May, ed., American Cold War Strategy:
Interpreting NSC 68 (Boston: St Martin’s, 1993), p. 146. He asserts NSC 68 was not a
strategy at all, or else a poor one, because it made all interests “vital” and thus made
possible negotiations “only on the basis of Soviet capitulations.” That in turn,
transferred the power to define American interests to the Soviets themselves and made
inevitable the militarization of an ideological conflict.

Thomas Wright, “Learning the Right Lessons from the 1940s,” in Drezner, Avoiding
Trivia, pp.125-36. The lessons are: 1. Be flexible because “consistency” can lead to
over-extension and imprudence; 2. Don’t neglect bilateral diplomacy for which
institutions are no substitute; 3. Secure and retain domestic legitimacy without which
no strategy can be sustained; 4. Prioritize problems and try to solve them rather than
over-emphasize process and institutions; 5. Manage expectations and appeal to the
President for support.

Andrew F. Krepinevich, 7 Deadly Scenarios: A Military Futurist Explores War in the
21st Century (New York: Bantam, 2009).

Derek Leebaert, The Fifty-Year Wound: The True Price of America’s Cold War
Victory (Boston: Little, Brown, 2002).

Daniel W. Drezner, “The Grandest Strategy of Them All,” The Washington Post (Dec.
17, 2006); Drezner is author of All Politics is Global: Explaining International
Regulatory Regimes (Princeton, N.]J.: Princeton University, 2007).

95 | FPRI


http://www.fpri.org/telegram/www.politicalreviewnet.com/polrev/reviews/DIPH/R_145_2

31.

32.

33.

Legro, Rethinking the World: Great Power Strategies and International Order (Ithaca,
N.Y.:Cornell University, 2005), defines the prerequisites for a paradigm shift in world
views, arguing that they must be visionary but also pragmatic insofar as they
recommend concrete steps to be taken. Mandelbaum, The Case for Goliath: How
America Acts as the World’s Government in the Twenty-first Century (New York:
Public Affairs, 2005), insists that the United States is the indispensable power, hence it
cannot afford to starve its military of resources in favor of feeding its oil addiction and
social entitlements. Lieven and Hulsman, Ethical Realism and American Foreign
Policy (New York: Pantheon, 2006), argues a Realist case said to reflect the ethical
tradition of Kennan, Hans Morgenthau, and Reinhold Niebuhr. American strategy
should refocus on strengthening the home front and leading the world by example.
Fukuyama, America at the Crossroads: Democracy, Power, and the Neoconservative
Legacy (New Haven: Yale University, 2006), calls for a “realistic Wilsonianism”
expressed in a “multi-multilateralism” of overlapping international institutions rather
than unilateral militarism. Ikenberry and Slaughter, Forging a World of Liberty Under
Law (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Project on National Security, 2006) is billed as a
“collective X article.” The authors stress international law and institutions to channel
U.S. power and a “concert of democracies” to promote human rights. Etzioni, Security
First: For a Muscular, Moral Foreign Policy (New Haven, Ct.: Yale University, 2007),
criticizes democratization and nation-building as far too expensive, uncertain, and
ineffective to warrant priority. The United States ought instead to seek legitimacy for
its exertion of power through multilateral enforcement institutions such as the
Proliferation Security Initiative. Page and Bouton, The Foreign Policy Disconnect:
What Americans Want From Our Leaders But Don’t Get, (Chicago: University of
Chicago, 2006) is an outlier insofar as it agrees with Christopher Layne that U.S.
business and foreign policy elites conspire to frustrate the common sense of the
American people. But far from being libertarian, these authors advocate economic
nationalism in the name of “fair trade.”

The ten “common strategy sins” as presented by Rumelt in a CSBA seminar on Sept.
25,2007, cited by Krepinevich and Watts, Regaining Strategic Competence, pp. 33-34.
Burke quoted by Layne, Peace of Illusions, p. 204. The obverse of this collective self-
satisfaction is what Toynbee called ‘the mirage of immortality.” At the height of a
civilization its members “are prone to regard it, not as a night’s shelter in the
wilderness, but as the Promised Land, the goal of human endeavors” and thus invite
their own destruction from decadence within and/or attack from without. See Samuel
P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order (New
York: Simon & Schuster, 1996), p. 301. Is America or the West an exception?
Huntington cites Matthew Melko, The Nature of Civilizations (Boston: Porter Sargent,
1969), p. 155, who asks, “First, is Western Civilization a new species, in a class by itself,
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incomparably different from all other civilizations that have ever existed? Second, does
its worldwide expansion threaten (or promise) to end the possibility of development of
all other civilizations?” If the likely answer to either is no, then we had better guard
against imagining ourselves immortal.
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The Crisis of American Conservatism: Inherent Contradictions and the
End of the Road

By James Kurth
November 2012

This paper, presented at the November 15 meeting of FPRI’s Study Group on America and the
West and published as in E-Notes, is an abridgement of a longer paper, “A History of Inberent
Contradictions: The Origin and End of American Conservatism,” which was presented to the
Conference on “Whither American Conservatism,” organized by the University of Texas Law
School and the American Society for Political and Legal Philosophy, September 14-15,
2012. The longer paper includes a discussion of the origins and history of American
conservatism up to the 1970s, the beginning point of this abridged paper.

It has long been understood that there is something peculiar, even paradoxical, about
conservatism in America. American conservatism is different from conservatism in other
countries, even those countries which were the original source of many other American ideas
and ideals, i.e. the countries of Europe. Indeed, the very term “American conservatism” is
something of an oxymoron. For most Europeans who came to America, the whole purpose of
their difficult and disruptive journey to the New World was not to conserve European
institutions but to leave them behind and to create something new, often an entirely new life

and even a new identity, for themselves.

In this essay, we will examine how the paradoxes of American conservatism have unfolded
and revealed themselves during the period of the last three or four decades. We begin our
discussion by noting the three distinct dimensions that have always defined American
conservatism. The original and traditional American conservatism of the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries collapsed in a great debacle during the Great Depression of the 1930s, but
this was followed by a creative reinvention of American conservatism during the Great
Stagflation of the 1970s. This reinvented conservatism experienced its own debacle during the
current Great Recession, which began in 2007 and which continues into the 2010s. We
conclude with a review of the current condition of what was once a reinvented, but now seems
to be YET another collapsed conservatism, in the light of the elections of 2012. The decisive
defeats of the Republican party, particularly in the Presidential and Senatorial elections, have
demonstrated that American conservatism will once again have to be reinvented and the
Republican party will have to appeal to new constituencies or they, like the Federalists, Whigs,
and traditional conservatives before them, will disappear or be eclipsed.

The Three Dimensions of American Conservatism
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In recent decades, political analysts have found it useful to interpret American political
movements by distinguishing between different policy dimensions or arenas. Thus,
conservatives have been divided into (1) those who are most concerned about economic or
fiscal issues, i.e., pro-business or “free-enterprise” conservatives; (2) those most concerned
with religious or social issues, i.e., pro-church or “traditional-values” conservatives; and (3)
those most concerned with national-security or defense issues, i.e., pro-military or “patriotic”

conservatives.

These three arenas are not of equal weight and strength in the conservative movement,
however. It is the business elite that, over the long run, has proven to be the most powerful
component of the conservative coalition; it has gotten its way on more issues than either the
religious or the security conservatives, and it has done so not only within the conservative
coalition itself, but with actual government policies. Calvin Coolidge may have exaggerated
somewhat when, in the 1920s, he said that “the business of America is business,” but it has
been no exaggeration that the business of American conservatism has been business.

It was the achievement of Ronald Reagan that he was able in the late 1970s to unite these three
different kinds of conservatism into one grand coalition. This was the culmination of a
“fusionist strategy” that had been developing amongst American conservatives since the early
1960s. [1] For a while, especially during the 1980s, it could appear that these three kinds of
conservatives were natural allies, that they had an “elective affinity” for each other, and that
there was no significant contradiction between them. However, as we shall see, pro-business
conservatism has always included a tendency toward the disruption and even dissolution of
religious ideals and social practices. This is the famous “cultural contradictions of capitalism,”
identified by social theorists as varied as Karl Marx, Joseph Schumpeter, and Daniel Bell.
[2] And in recent decades, pro-business conservatism has also included a tendency toward the
dismantling of national boundaries and even dissolution of national identities, and therefore
the redefinition of national security. This is the famous “globalization” project of American
multinational corporations and financial institutions. [3] It took about two decades for the
fusionist strategy to put together the Reagan grand coalition, and then, about two decades
after Reagan’s departure, that grand coalition largely fell apart.

The Reinvention of American Conservatism in the 1970s
Traditional American conservatism and its political vehicle, the Republican Party, largely
dominated American society and politics after the Civil War down through the 1920s.

However, they were unable to provide satisfactory responses to the challenges posed by the
Great Depression during the 1930s and the Second World War during the 1940s. The result
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was a great debacle for this kind of American conservatism in each of the three policy arenas,
and this in turn resulted in a long period when American progressivism and its political
vehicle, the Democratic Party, largely dominated American society and politics.

However, by the 1970s the policies of the progressives and the Democrats in each of the three
arenas were also failing to meet the challenges of the time, especially those posed by the Great
Stagflation. The result was another great debacle, this time for American progressivism. The
way then became clear for some kind of conservatism to reappear as a serious force in
American history. However, this kind of conservatism was not really a revival of the
traditional American version. Rather, it was something quite different, a reinvention of
American conservatism altogether, one which stretched across all three policy arenas.

The economic arena. As it happened, by the 1970s there was a body of economic ideas which
claimed that it could solve the problem of inflation (and, in doing so, also the problem of
unemployment). This lay in the theories of Milton Friedman and more generally of what was
known as the “monetarist school.” Whereas John Maynard Keynes and his followers focused
upon government spending and fiscal policy as the balance wheel of the economy, Friedman
and his followers focused upon the money supply and monetary policy as that balance wheel.
And whereas Keynesianism called upon government (and elected officials) to intervene directly
in the economy through expenditures and taxes, Friedmanism called upon the central bank—
which in the United States is the Federal Reserve System (and appointed officials who are
largely independent of elected ones but actually quite dependent upon the executives of major
banks)—merely to intervene indirectly in the economy through interest rates and the overall
money supply. Friedmanism thus advocated a radical shift in the location of the economy’s

balance wheel and therefore in the power of those who would run it.

Although Friedman and his followers were always talking about the virtues of the free market
and of conservatism in economic affairs, their approach was not truly a free-market or
traditional-conservative one at all. Instead, they advocated a controlled market in matters of
money, credit and finance, while advocating a free market with respect to almost everything
else. And the market in money, credit, and finance was to be controlled by an oligopoly of the
major banks, implemented through the Federal Reserve System (whose name made it sound
like some kind of government agency, but whose reality made it more a cartel of profit-making

banks).

A truly free-market and traditional-conservative set of ideas about the money supply, and
about the general economy, also existed in the late 1970s, and this was found in the theories of
Friedrich Hayek, Ludwig von Mises, and what was called the “Austrian school.” They argued
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that the economy, including its interest rates and money supply, should operate without any
organized intervention at all, be it either by government agencies or by a banker’s cartel. [4]

During the era of Keynesian hegemony in economic affairs, both the monetarist school and the
Austrian school had been marginalized in academic economics departments and among
economic-policy advisors. But the failure and incapacity of Keynesianism meant that these two
marginalized alternatives now had an opportunity to supersede it. A main reason why
Friedmanism became the alternative that did so, rather than the ideas of Hayek and von Mises,
was that the former had a large complex of economic interests (the major banks, e.g., “Wall
Street”) supporting it, while the latter had no such support (the only substantial interests likely
to support it were small banks and small businesses, e.g., “Main Street”).

The monetarist approach was adopted by the Federal Reserve System in 1979 and
implemented by its Chairman, Paul Volcker, in 1979-1982. Volcker’s actions were indeed
highly effective (although of course temporarily very painful) in bringing inflation to an end,
and in 1983 the U.S. economy began a period of impressive growth which was largely
sustained for almost two decades, until 2000. This success in solving the problem on inflation,
while also providing for growing employment—i.e., for bringing an end to the Great
Stagflation—gave Friedmanism an enormous boost in credibility and prestige. It now became
hegemonic in academic economic departments and among economic-policy advisors, and it
has held this dominant position for almost thirty years (1980s-2010s) after the Great
Stagflation, just as Keynesianism had been hegemonic for about thirty years (1940s-1970s)
after the Great Depression. Of course, the Friedman school has been just as insistent and
effective in keeping the Austrian school marginalized (and indeed virtually unknown) as the
Keynesian school had been before.

Since Friedmanism is not truly a free-market approach (despite its rhetorical claims to be so),
what is its relation to American conservatism as this applies to the economic arena? It is
mostly accurately seen as a kind of pseudo-conservatism, not as a kind of traditional
conservatism. This means that when the “conservative movement” and the Reagan Revolution
brought about a “revival” of American conservatism, it was actually bringing about its
reinvention on the economic dimension. Consequently, this most central and weighty
dimension of American conservatism would not be truly conservative at all, in any real sense
of the word (e.g., in either its traditional European or its traditional American meaning).

Nevertheless, the pseudo-conservatism of Friedmanism had a very good run at managing the
American economy for a very long time (almost thirty years), just like the progressivism or
pseudo-liberalism of Keynesianism had had previously (also thirty years). However, as we
shall see, the hegemony of the major banks within the hegemony of Friedmanism was a birth
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defect and fatal flaw that would eventually work its way out and bring about the next great
economic crisis, i.e., the Great Recession that began in 2007 and that continues until today.

The religious and social arena. During the long era of “the liberal consensus”—which included
both progressives and moderate conservatives, both Democratic and Republican elites—Bible-
believing Protestants had largely remained a component of the traditional-conservative
minority within the Republican Party. However, they did not have any reliable and effective
political vehicle, and they were marginalized in electoral policies and in public policy. Then, a
number of developments in the 1970s brought about a rise in their potential influence.

First, after several decades of political inactivity, Bible-believing Protestants were awakened
and energized by particular progressive advances with regard to moral issues. The most central
of these was the issue of abortion, for which a monumental milestone was the Supreme Court
decision in Roe vs. Wade in 1973. Just as Prohibition had been “the Great Crusade” of
conservative Protestants for three generations from the 1870s to the 1920s, so Pro-Life became
their great crusade for the three decades from the 1970s to the 2000s.

Second, shifts in the social bases of the two political parties and their associated ideological
movements, which were produced by progressive policies and which occurred in the 1970s,
brought Southern whites and ethnic Catholics into the Republican Party. As it happened, each
of these groups had something important in common with the Bible-believing Protestants who
were already in the party. For Southern whites, this was the Protestant part (and indeed, when
Southern whites had been Democrats, many had also been among the most Bible-believing
people in America). For ethnic Catholics, this was the Pro-Life part. Thus, the shifts in social
bases brought about a new traditional-conservative grand alliance with respect to religious

and social issues and around commonly-shared “traditional moral values.”

Of course, traditional conservatives had long been bereft of any credible national political
leader (after the death of Robert Taft, Barry Goldwater had briefly been the closest
approximation to one, and he was much more a social libertarian than a traditional moral
conservative). By itself, religious or traditional moral conservatism was not going to produce a
credible national political figure. However, the fusionist project of the conservative movement
had laid the intellectual groundwork for uniting social conservatives with economic and
security conservatives. And Ronald Reagan, “the Great Communicator,” certainly had the gift
of being able to speak to the different arenas of traditional conservatism, in words and
concepts that they not only understood, but that they loved. It was Reagan who appeared to
traditional religious and social conservatives to be, at long last, their authentic political
representative and effective political vehicle. And it was he who brought them into the grand

alliance of conservatives that provide the electoral base for “the Reagan Revolution.”
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We have observed, however, that in regard to economic polic