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To me, the goal of a world free of nuclear weapons is like the top of a very 
tall mountain. It is tempting and easy to say: “We can’t get there from 
here.” It is true that today in our troubled world we can’t see the top of 

the mountain. But we can see that we are heading down—not up. We can 
see that we must turn around, that we must take paths leading to higher 

ground and that we must get others to move with us.
—Sam Nunn, 2007



To Priscilla Goodby (1932–2018)



ix

Contents

Part I

1	 How Did We Get Here?		  3

2	 Global Challenges		  25
1.	 We’re All Powerful and All Alone (1999)	 	 30
2.	 US Must Avoid Temptation to Shift Priorities  

Toward Asia (2001)	 	 31
3.	 Bush Should Seize His Chance to Recast US Ties  

with China (2001)	 	 34
4.	 US Needs Alliances, Not Short-Term Allies (2002)	 	 36
5.	 Thank the Friends: Doing America’s Work  

at the UN (2002)	 	 38
6.	 A Nuclear Arms Race (2003)	 	 39
7.	 Bush’s Corrosive Campaign of Fear (2003)	 	 41
8.	 The Nature of Freedom (2004)	 	 43
9.	 America’s Strategic Surrender (2006)	 	 45
10.	 US Must Take Offensive Against Nuclear  

Terrorism (2007)	 	 51
11.	 The False Promise of 1989 (2009)	 	 53
12.	 Diplomacy 2.0 (2010)	 	 54
13.	 US Diplomats: A Vanishing Species? (2010)	 	 57
14.	 End of a Nuclear Era (2013)	 	 60



3	 National Policies		  63
15.	 Back to Basics: US Foreign Policy for the Coming  

Decade (2000)	 	 71
16.	 Diplomatic Cathedral-Building (2002)	 	 77
17.	 Ike-Like Diplomacy Instead of War (2002)	 	 85
18.	 The Way to Rid the World of Nuclear Weapons (2003)	 	 87
19.	 American Diplomacy—What You See is What  

You Get (2007)	 	 89
20.	 Mugged by Reality? (2008)	 	 91
21.	 Obama’s World Tour: A Rising or a Setting Sun? (2010)	 	 92
22.	 The Strange Rebirth of American Leadership (2011)	 	 95
23.	 Pivots Forward, Backward, and Sideways (2012)	 	 97
24.	 Recipe for a Post-Hegemonic USA (2013)	 	 99

Part II

4	 Regional Problems		  109
25.	 The Consequences of Russia’s Actions—Who Will  

Cast the First Stone? (1999)	 	 116
26.	 Don’t Rush to the Altar With India (2001)	 	 118
27.	 Afghanistan Stalemate Fosters Reevaluation  

of Stabilization Tactics (2001)	 	 120
28.	 Asia Needs a Common Defence (2001)	 	 122
29.	 The European Way: Asians Need a Regional Security  

Net (2002)	 	 124
30.	 East Asia: Connecting the Dots Isn’t Optional (2002)	 	 125
31.	 Juggling a Two-Front Crisis (2003)	 	 127
32.	 Time for Jaw-Jaw with North Korea (2003)	 	 129
33.	 NATO Can’t Be Globocop (2004)	 	 131
34.	 The US is Losing Ground on Korea Talks (2004)	 	 133
35.	 The Coming Showdown with Iran (2009)	 	 135
36.	 The Elusive Afghanistan Strategy (2009)	 	 137
37.	 Obama, “America’s First Pacific President”? (2009)	 	 139
38.	 The Putin Doctrine and Preventive Diplomacy (2014)	 	 140

x   CONTENTS



5	 Regional Solutions		  155
39. Save the Caucasus from Balkan-like Crisis (2000) 	 161
40. Defending Missile Defense (2001) 	 163
41. NATO and the Future of War (2001) 	 165
42. Afghanistan Interim Government “Solution”

Could Leave Regional Problems Intact (2001) 	 167
43. EU to Adopt Higher Profile in Recasting Europe (2002) 	 169
44. European Defense: An Alliance with 2 Tiers (2003) 	 171
45. Rescuing the UN Security Council: Should We?

Can We? (2004) 	 172
46. Enlarge the North Korean Problem (2005) 	 179
47. Democratic Lessons from Helsinki and Central

Asia (2005) 	 181
48. Chart New Course for Lasting Peace (2006) 	 183
49. French Return to NATO Military Command

Could Spur Greater Alliance Mission Clarity (2009) 	 185
50. A Possible “Off-Ramp” in North Korea (2013) 	 187
51. Redirecting US Diplomacy (2014) 	 189
52. A Middle East, Whole and Free (2015) 	 196

6	 What Have We Learned?		  201

Further Reading		  207

Attributions		  215

Index		  219

CONTENTS�   xi



xiii

Chronology

1998	 Asian and developing country financial crisis continues.
	 Kosovo War begins.
	 India and Pakistan test nuclear weapons.
	 US embassies attacked in Kenya and Tanzania.
	 Bill Clinton impeached.
1999	 Time magazine anoints Alan Greenspan, Robert Rubin, and Larry Summers 

as the “Committee to Save the World.”
	 50th anniversary of NATO coincides with attack on Serbia.
	 NATO accepts three new members.
	 Istanbul summit of the OSCE highlights humanitarian intervention.
2000	 “Dot-com” bubble bursts.
	 Second Intifada begins.
	 George W. Bush elected president of the US.
2001	 Al Qaeda attacks the United States.
2002	 The United States and coalition occupy Afghanistan, later transferred to 

NATO.
	 The United States withdraws from Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty.
2003	 The United States and coalition invade and occupy Iraq.
2004	 NATO accepts seven new members, including former Baltic republics of 

USSR.
	 EU accepts ten new members.
	 Bush reelected president of the US.
2005	 China and Russia conduct joint military exercises.
2006	 North Korea conducts nuclear test.



2007	 EU accepts two new members.
	 Financial crisis begins.
	 Treaty of Lisbon signed.
2008	 Russia intervenes in Georgia.
	 Barack Obama elected president of the US.
2009	 NATO accepts two more members.
	 North Korea conducts second nuclear test.
	 Copenhagen climate change conference takes place.
2010	 “Operation Iraqi Freedom” ends.
2011	 “Arab Spring” takes place.
	 US troops depart Iraq.
	 Civil wars in Libya, Syria, and Yemen begin.
2012	 Obama reelected president.
	 South China Sea dispute intensifies.
2013	 North Korea conducts third nuclear test.
	 EU accepts one more member.
2014	 Russia intervenes in Ukraine.
2015	 NATO troops begin to depart Afghanistan.
	 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action signed with Iran.
	 Paris Climate Agreement negotiated.

xiv   CHRONOLOGY



PART I



3

How will people remember and describe the first couple of decades of 
the twenty-first century in US foreign policy? To date, there is still no 
slogan or epithet for them. There is no single adjective, with the partial 
exceptions of “post-Cold War,” still somewhat in use, or “global,” which 
is inadequate because few people agree when “globalization” began. 
Slogan setting will track what happens in the years to come: This period 
is likely to rate as one of the richer ones for debating the complicated 
relations the American people and their government have with others 
around with the world, and with the many issues that they try, separately 
and in combination, to manage and solve.

The following selection of essays is the work of two writers, Goodby, 
a diplomat, and Weisbrode, a historian. Our book is neither a mono-
graph nor a social science primer on current events or on the sum of 
US relations (economic, cultural, scientific, etc.) with other countries. 
It is tailored narrowly to the topics and issues on which we specialize— 
diplomacy and political history—and is meant to illustrate the evolu-
tion of these aspects of foreign policy, not as substitutes for any others 
but as the focus of our professional analysis. Our reason for compiling 
it is to show how the administrations of three American presidents—Bill 
Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack Obama—disregarded or misap-
plied to differing degrees the main organizing principle of a peaceful 
and, on balance, stable world order that they inherited from the twenti-
eth century: collective security.

CHAPTER 1

How Did We Get Here?
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4   J. E. GOODBY AND K. WEISBRODE

What do we mean by collective security? That it must be defined at 
all speaks to the senility of our era, for not too long ago it was taken to 
be a mantra among most educated citizens. Since the 1990s, however, 
it has diminished to the status of a quaint relic if not otherwise taken 
for granted.1 It prescribed something more durable than a military or 
political alliance or, to use the more popular term today, “partnership.” 
Collective security meant that security is indivisible, both geographi-
cally and functionally, in all civilian and military fields of human action. 
It meant alliances that are underwritten not only by treaties and other 
agreements and understandings, but also by multilateral institutions and, 
as we discuss below, international regimes that transcend defense, eco-
nomics, and politics. These regimes, along with treaties, agreements, 
understandings, and institutions are grounded, in turn, in the realities 
of power, not in principled opposition to them. And those realities of 
power correspond to geographic, economic, and cultural affinities and 
relationships that are, we believe, best constructed and nurtured in and 
among historic regions.2

The reasons for today’s widespread neglect of such realities are debat-
able and complex, but on balance they come, in our view, from a combi-
nation of ignorance and arrogance, both of which have been widely and 
persistently noted in the administration of Donald Trump.

*  *  *
In its foreign policy, the Trump administration follows a dark logic in 
its view of the world (“It’s a vicious place”—Trump). Its foreign policy 
could fairly be described as Realpolitik in its impulses but mixed in its 
execution of that policy. The administration’s relations with Russia and 
China are clearly not based on realism.

Henry Kissinger and George Kennan were proponents of realism in 
American foreign policy, partly in reaction to what they saw as misguided 
policies espoused by Woodrow Wilson and excessive US devotion to unen-
forceable international law, especially between the two world wars. Both 
Kennan and Kissinger advocated policies rooted in power politics, but 
both recognized the limits of American power and sought to put in place 
policies of containment and détente in dealing with the Soviet Union.3 
These policies relied on American military force for their ultimate effec-
tiveness but depended in their day-to-day practice on American diplomacy.

Kennan and Kissinger worried that Americans would not be able to 
pursue a consistent foreign policy over a long period of time, given the 
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changing leadership and the need for public support in democratic govern-
ance. Yet from the end of the Second World War through the collapse of 
the Soviet Union in 1991, a foreign policy consensus enjoyed the support 
of both major parties. It enabled American presidents and their cabinets 
and national security advisers to carry out a remarkably stable and consist-
ent diplomacy (at least one that appears so in retrospect) in which negotia-
tions with adversaries became an increasingly prominent component.

This generation of realists has passed from the scene.4 In our essays 
commenting on issues of the post-Cold War period, we recorded how 
the single-minded focus on containment of Soviet power was gradually 
replaced by policies that were intended to respond to perceived new 
threats and opportunities. During that period, the immobility of the 
Cold War was superseded by a variety of threats from internal instability 
in strategically located nations, some of which had been subservient to 
the will of Moscow. International terrorism fostered by disputes in the 
Middle East became a major challenge to US security. Existential threats 
grew with the spread of nuclear weapons capabilities, climate change, 
and the ability of human beings to manipulate the genetic code.

US foreign policy in the twenty-first century has been confronted 
with challenges that few states appear to have known before. Issues that 
statecraft was once called upon to manage required tools that have not 
been well developed in the foreign policy machinery of any government. 
Military force could deal with some of these issues, though not in tra-
ditional ways. Others require scientific and technological skills in short 
supply in most governments. The implications of social media and other 
developments made possible by the digital revolution, like cyber war, 
have only begun to be incorporated into the conceptual underpinnings 
of foreign policy. The management of global economic integration has 
not yet been mastered. No wonder that governance of foreign policy 
seems muddled and that critics of the United States and the conduct of 
its foreign policy have such a rich menu of complaints.

Into this rapidly changing and not yet fully understood environ-
ment came the Trump administration, headed by a president with little 
experience in foreign affairs. That could have been an advantage. Fresh 
challenges require fresh eyes, and Trump, despite much criticism, had 
the political backing necessary to adopt a different set of foreign policy 
guidelines to respond to the complexities faced by the United States and 
other nations. But the principles of the administration’s foreign poli-
cies had to be derived from the president’s particular view of the world 
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and his conviction that the way to create the conditions necessary to 
achieve American success in foreign affairs was to begin most relation-
ships with threats in order to extract concessions. Trump revealed in his 
Inaugural Address on January 20, 2017 that his attitude toward world 
order was probably rooted in the philosophy of the seventeenth-century 
English philosopher Thomas Hobbes. Hobbes is best known for portray-
ing human life as a “war of all against all.”5 In Hobbes’s major book, 
Leviathan, he argued that human beings are inherently selfish and that 
an absolute monarchy is the only form of government capable of dealing 
with this situation. One can argue about Trump’s philosophy of govern-
ment, but that international life is a war of all against all in his psychol-
ogy is clear. “America First” is his response to this perceived state of the 
world. “Protection” was Trump’s answer to predatory nations out to 
steal America’s jobs and its wealth. Tariffs and trade wars have been the 
natural result.

The Trumpian outlook requires a world order in which international 
cooperation is a low priority and, in fact, something to be suspected. 
Peace is something abnormal and conflict the natural order of things. 
Threats are the most effective way to achieve results. International 
organizations are designed to restrain American freedom of action and 
deserve support only if America is paid for services rendered. Selfishness 
is the reigning human instinct and ignoring that reality can only lead to 
defeat in this world.

It is not critical, really, how Trump came to hold these views or 
whether his views correspond closely with those of a seventeenth-century 
philosopher. The important point is that the world order Trump per-
ceives and accepts as normal is one very similar to the dog-eat-dog world 
that others before him saw and that many citizens in many countries per-
ceive today. And they are acting on that premise.

Thus, one can observe a strong impulse in Europe, in the Western 
Hemisphere, in Russia, and in China, the latter of which not too long 
ago was called “the honor student in the school of globalization,” for a 
world order that is based on the ideas that conflict is normal and coop-
eration unnatural, and that self-interest narrowly conceived outweighs 
any appeal to generosity or even empathy.6 In a foreign policy resting on 
such a philosophy, demonstrated increasingly and vividly to friends and 
foes alike during Trump’s first term in office, there is very little room for 
ethical and moral principles in the creation of a foreign policy. That does 
not mean that principles were not being established. They boil down to 
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“Never trust any other nation and do unto them before they do unto 
you.” This is not the type of realism that George Kennan and Henry 
Kissinger practiced. Both men recognized that to be successful and, 
above all, to be sustainable, US foreign policy had to be consistent with, 
or at least pay regular homage to, the American people’s self-identifica-
tion as a moral nation.

Have the American people always reacted to external events in ways 
that were ethical and based on religious or moral principles? No, of course 
not, although perhaps more self-consciously than many other nations. But 
their lapses from justice and ethical behavior were seen as lapses, especially 
in retrospect, rather than as proper behavior justified by American needs 
at the time. Cold War foreign policy was able to be as consistent, and in 
the end as successful, as it was because the American people thought of it 
as morally correct. American presidents spoke of it that way, too.

Trump’s sense of ethics is summed up in his slogans: “Make America 
Great Again” and “America First.” He proclaimed himself a “national-
ist.” Not for him what previous generations of American leaders thought 
of as “enlightened self-interest.” Their idea was that America could 
thrive best in a world where many nations and peoples shared the ideas 
upon which the United States was founded. American leaders sought to 
support democratic nations and movements, not just as a bulwark against 
adversaries in the Kremlin and elsewhere but most importantly because 
they were dedicated to building a world order based on democratic prin-
ciples. Perhaps this was itself a form of imperialism, but if so, as was said 
of British colonialism, it was a self-liquidating form of imperialism.7

“Where there is no vision, the people perish” was one of John F. 
Kennedy’s favorite biblical quotations. The vision of most American 
presidents of the twentieth century was a world in which the United 
States would thrive and prosper among a universe of like-minded 
nations.8 Even adversaries, it was hoped, would someday become per-
suaded of the righteousness of that vision: “The end of history,” as 
Francis Fukuyama put it when it seemed to have turned out that way.

The Trumpian vision has not embraced Fukuyama’s liberal democratic 
notion and, hence, the norms that go with it. Most previous adminis-
trations sought to put in place internationally accepted norms designed 
to build a global liberal democratic system, but Trump has set about to 
destroy those norms. What the consequences of this will be is a profound 
question with long-term implications for the United States and other 
nations.
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International regimes are what govern or at least influence the foreign 
policy behavior of most nations that are active participants in an inter-
national system of nations. An international regime is not a treaty but 
rather a set of norms that participants in an international system expect 
will predict the normal response of any one of them to an issue or deci-
sion point that arises within the system. An example of an international 
regime is that of nations engaged with each other under the terms of the 
Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT) and its supporting agreements and exec-
utive machinery.

The NPT provides the basic framework, but periodic review confer-
ences, a supplier group, and many aspects of the civil uses of nuclear 
energy are all part of the international regime that influences how 
nations will behave under certain circumstances. Regimes lend predict-
ability and stability to international systems and hence are an impor-
tant part of any world order.9 By challenging many of the international 
regimes that have governed the way nations behave, Trump has intro-
duced major uncertainties into the international system with which the 
United States has been involved. The United Nations has long been a 
favored target for scapegoating; this now extends to other interna-
tional organizations and bodies, including the European Union and the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization. Such attempts at organizational de- 
legitimation have affected international security and international trade 
and finance in ways that raise questions about the future viability of those 
international regimes. The question that only history will be able to 
answer is whether the national interests of the United States in the future 
have been well served by this attack on current international regimes and 
world order.

The essays reproduced in this volume illustrate a set of assumptions 
and expectations about such regimes and international order. There was 
a consensus among policymakers in the United States, with very few 
exceptions, that international cooperation was essential to deal with the 
challenges and opportunities that technology had created. This con-
sensus applied both to trade and finance and to security issues. The 
consensus accepted the need for institutions to support international 
cooperation. And it accepted the need for a leading role by the United 
States in creating an international environment, now known as the global 
commons, to update and expand the institutions created in the twen-
tieth century, which were rooted in the West and which were seen as 
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increasingly inadequate to meet global economic, security, and techno-
logical challenges.10

In the United States, Trump ran against that consensus—and won. 
The consensus evidently had feet of clay.11 It was not shared by the 
majority of his supporters, who carried the election in several states. 
Globalization was not providing economic benefits directly to some of 
these people. Instead, the income gap between the middle class and the 
managers and promoters of globalization was widening as wages for the 
middle class stagnated for several years and upward mobility stalled.

It is now an open question whether the consensus that globalization 
is beneficial for all citizens, not just for the elite upper crust, may ever 
be reached. A global community cannot be restored since it never was 
accepted in the first place. Perhaps it can be created if globalization and 
its domestic component can create wealth that is shared more fully by 
the middle class, however many people globalization brings out of pov-
erty.12 To accomplish that goal, a number of ideas and institutionalized 
habits that seem to have their roots in earlier beliefs that were widely 
shared by American citizens and which have been reinforced during the 
last few years will have to be renewed. One of these beliefs is popular 
consent.

Technologies offer the means of expressing consent, but new meth-
ods of communications also have undermined representative democracy 
as it has been practiced in the United States and elsewhere. Social media 
have empowered individual citizens who can now share their opinions 
with millions of other citizens. Powerful officials, including the President 
of the United States, can now convey their views to millions of people 
around the world without the benefit of expert advice or the simultane-
ous filtering of the media. As predicted by James Madison in Federalist 
Number 10, this widespread practice of a form of direct democracy has 
led to factionalism on a vast scale. Moreover, technology is now intro-
ducing artificial intelligence and new means of producing goods and ser-
vices into the economies of the United States and other technologically 
advanced nations.

Revolutionary developments in communications and means of pro-
duction could be supremely beneficial to humanity if their introduc-
tion into national and global societies were governed with wisdom 
and a respect for freedom, democracy, and other human values. At 
the moment, there is room for doubt that this will be the case. The 
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empowerment of individuals offered by both of these technologies 
appears to be leading toward anarchy, nihilism, and the spread of danger-
ous weapons into the hands of individuals and small groups of ambitious 
people.

There is incoherent public debate about these developments, 
although the use of social media platforms for spreading malicious 
lies which undermine democracies has become an issue in the public 
arena. Instead of encouraging social media to be an asset to the prac-
tice of democracy, the tendency is to see social media as the enemy and 
as the promoter of factionalism among citizens. Surely, there is a need 
to adapt democratic institutions to new means of direct communication. 
Representative government should be able to utilize these new channels 
to seek consensus on major issues and thus enhance, rather than under-
mine, democratic practices. It would mean more openness about deci-
sion making, but that should be a positive element. Similarly, the new 
technology of three-dimensional printing, which already is being used to 
produce many objects, could be further used to build localized, decen-
tralized production centers. In some ways, this could encourage com-
munities to remain as viable centers of economic life, like the cottage 
industries of the pre-industrial revolution era. There are plenty of old 
ideas around, too, which the new technologies are making more prac-
tical and realizable. The old ideas of a guaranteed annual income for all 
citizens, which has been regarded as too costly to be practical, now may 
become a necessity as artificial intelligence coupled with robotics shifts 
the balance of economic power further toward capital and away from 
labor.

Fanciful? Perhaps, but there is a crying need to think more about how 
to channel technological change into forces to undergird democracy 
rather than undermine it.

It usually is better to add before subtracting in social and politi-
cal relationships. Yet, the use of the terms “globalism” and “globalist,” 
the latter a pejorative word in the Trump White House, implies that 
the process of global economic integration is one policy choice among 
many and that it can be discarded or ignored at will. That is not true. 
What is true is that nations can resist global economic integration or try 
to organize alternatives to it. But technology has created the means that 
make global economic integration possible, and the process of economic 
growth and integration has lifted people out of poverty in many parts of 
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the world. Disrupting that process is possible for large economies like 
the United States but it comes at a cost, both to wealth creation and to 
international relations. What we discuss, then, is not just a policy choice 
but a condition of contemporary life. The choice is not simply between 
favoring or opposing international economic integration but between 
radically different forms of world order.

A debate over world order is not the way the arguments about the 
current international disorder are being framed. The most common 
way to describe such disorder is as a rising tide of populism generated 
by economic pressures brought on by global economic growth and 
integration, and the dislocations being felt by waves of migrants. When 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel responded to migration within her 
understanding of a cooperative world order, she was denounced by those 
who saw a different world order. But they were called “populists,” which 
misses the point. The danger in missing the point is that the wrong 
responses will be advanced to deal with the truly grave international crisis 
our country is facing.

The world structure that has been emerging in recent decades resem-
bles what Hedley Bull described as a “new medievalism.”13 Technology 
has empowered private institutions (“Big Tech”) in a way that has cre-
ated a power center like that of the great barons of European medieval 
times. International institutions created to enhance cooperation among 
nations have taken on a resemblance to the church in medieval Europe 
in that they exert moral and political influence on public policies and 
attitudes without having economic or military power. The third tier of 
the power structure of medieval Europe consisted of the sovereigns of 
each state. Yet each source of state power derived from the other centers, 
particularly when each depended upon technological progress. That, 
in turn, depended for its sustenance upon a degree of openness and 
collaboration.

So, today, national governments exercise great power but, as in medi-
eval times, are generally required to share power with other institutions if 
governance is to function most effectively. “Contemporary states,” there-
fore, “exist in a world order structured by norms of the international 
system, yet are correspondingly impacted by transnational pressures that 
override sovereign borders.”14 The more that states push against the 
trend of shared governance, the more governments come to realize that 
“it is precisely these market dynamics… that anchor state sovereignty 
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but, paradoxically, also delimit the potential scope of state effective-
ness.”15 There is a crisis of global governance which makes it more dif-
ficult for national governments to come to grips with the international 
crisis they all face—that of building a world order based on cooperation, 
not conflict. The two conditions—cooperation and conflict—are interre-
lated but also are essentially and functionally different in how they char-
acterize an international system. Conflict, many scholars have argued, is 
the norm, cooperation the exception. We would not go this far but do 
draw a somewhat related distinction: Cooperation requires more crea-
tive effort than conflict—at least at the outset. In time, cooperation may 
become less exceptional and more normal.

The modern world, it is said, has moved beyond the rivalrous nature 
of its medieval ancestor. Power can at once be tamed, mastered, and 
mobilized for the common good. Human progress can dictate its exer-
cise more than the reverse. “[P]olitical equilibrium in international affairs 
is possible without a balance of power, and more easily attained with-
out balance-of-power methods,” the historian Paul W. Schroeder has 
written, “and that international politics, even if they remain structurally 
anarchic… can none the less be restrained by consensus and bounded by 
law.”16 There is more to this point than what is, or used to be, com-
monly known as a harmony of interests. The intellectual and practical 
task of harmonizing interests is made more difficult by a misapprehen-
sion, held even among sophisticated observers, of what “world order” 
even means. Adam Tooze, another historian, has written, “What history 
actually suggests is that order tends to emerge not from cooperation 
and deliberation but from a cruder calculus of power and material con-
straints.”17 Power and principle do not always align well with technology, 
and the misalignments may be tragic, but that need not mean that each 
negates the inherent value of the other. Perhaps the Davos generation 
of financial, political, and social entrepreneurs of the 1990s—who once 
prided themselves on “disruption” and imparted to their successors a 
more anarchic world than the one they inherited—may someday be for-
given for overlooking this basic point of history.18 That diplomats and 
historians may similarly overlook this point is unforgivable.

It is these twin crises, of order and governance, not populism, that 
represent the problem national leaders should be facing. National 
debates are needed about governance in today’s world and about what 
kind of world order will most benefit the nations. Other debates are 
about symptoms, not causes, although the symptoms are exacerbated 
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by existential threats that cannot be effectively dealt with under the 
restraints imposed by inadequate governance.

*  *  *
What is the precise cause of today’s crisis of order and governance? One 
answer is rooted in the adversarial tradition on which American law and 
politics are built, and so too a long-standing tendency to regard foreign 
policy in principle as distinctly “foreign” and in practice as “domestic.” 
That is, to perpetuate a view of the world that sees it divided between 
us-and-them, while, at the same time, advancing or rejecting policies on 
the basis of how well or how poorly they play to domestic audiences. 
America is not unique in this respect.

We do not limit this charge to parochial, opportunistic politicians. It 
is also prevalent among the self-appointed guardians of foreign policy—
government officials, scholars, journalists, activists of various colors, and 
so on—who spent a good deal of their time talking to, past, and against 
one another, and have been accused, not without reason, of seeing the 
world like a giant laboratory in which to test, support, or oppose various 
nostrums.19

As of the time of writing, it is too soon to tell whether the rhetoric and 
policy of the Trump administration really do represent a significant break 
from the past, or whether they are merely a more extreme form of myopia. 
Historians someday may see it as a bit of both. Thus, we decided upon 
preparing this retrospective to pose a related question: How did we get here?

Specifically, how did what appeared to many people a couple of dec-
ades ago to be a bright and promising future become so bleak and hos-
tile? How did the exercise or non-exercise of US power contribute to 
that result? To restate some jargon of the post-Cold War years, one 
might ask, did unipolarity dictate the adoption of unilateralism? If so, 
when and how? By contrast, when and how did an American retreat, if it 
is accurate to call it that, begin, and why?

It has become a commonplace to say that retreat began about a dec-
ade ago during the presidency of Barack Obama as an overreaction to 
the unilateralism of his predecessor, George W. Bush, and the mistakes 
of the Bush administration in its “war on terror.”20 It is even more of 
a commonplace to claim that each administration, rightly or wrongly, 
sets out to reverse, refute, or otherwise draw distinctions between itself 
and the one(s) that came before. This is because politicians gener-
ally like to make good on their campaign promises, and because most 


