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The 1990s were trying times for conservative for-
eign policy pundits and practitioners. 

The end of the cold war erased militant anticom-
munism as their core organizing principle. Suddenly,
the clear and present danger of international com-
munism—the bogeyman around which U.S. foreign
policy had been shaped and rationalized for four
decades—had evaporated. Then, as they were search-
ing for a new mobilizing principle for their rightist
agenda, the conservative foreign policy elite found
they faced a surge of nontraditional notions and
actors in the international arena. 

Liberals such as Clinton and Gore clearly had an
easier time adapting to the new context of interna-
tional relations in which discussions about global
interdependence, economic globalization, human
security, transnational security challenges, citizen
diplomacy, and civil society came to compete with
the traditional talk of national interests and national
security. From the neoconservative standpoint, the
debates about humanitarian interventionism, citizen
diplomacy, and the like were just “globaloney.”
When push came to shove, what still mattered was
power. 

As their militant anticommunism lost its popular
appeal, many conservatives in the U.S. retreated to
the domestic arena, where they launched “culture
wars” against secularism, big government, and liberal
social programs. Meanwhile, the neoconservative
ideologues who had shaped Ronald Reagan’s foreign
policy, featuring star wars, rollback, and strikes
against the “evil empire,” fretted that the U.S. was
squandering the moment—the “unipolar moment.”1

What America needed was a “neo-Reaganite foreign
policy” that would end U.S. complacency and
proudly proclaim U.S. exceptionalism.2 By the mid-
1990s, these neoconservatives recovered from the
absence of the cold war and rallied around a new
aggressive foreign policy agenda. The mission of a

reborn conservative internationalism would be to
extend the unipolar moment throughout the next
century—the “new American century.”

History may record September 11, 2001, as the
beginning of a fundamental shift in international
affairs and U.S. foreign policy. However, the frame-
work of the new era, trumpeting the prerogatives of
U.S. power, was erected as soon as the Bush foreign
policy team took control in January 2001.

Currently, world concern about Bush’s new belli-
cose foreign policy is aptly focused on the repercus-
sions of a U.S. first-strike posture, Washington’s clear
preference for military rather than diplomatic
options, and fears that lesser powers may model their
own regional security policies after resurgent U.S.
militarism. And citizen activism has set out to mobi-
lize broad opposition to specific U.S. policies, espe-
cially Washington’s staunchly pro-Likud stance in the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict and Bush’s plans to wage
war on Iraq.

BACKLASH AND VISION

As we look at the new directions of U.S. foreign
policy, it is important to highlight some key underly-
ing concepts and to recognize what is being tossed
aside. 

The Bush foreign policy is a melding of backlash
politics and visionary grand strategy. The backlash is
directed against all forms of feckless liberalism so
detested by the neoconservatives, and the vision
embraces the opportunities and potential of U.S.
power. Backlash and vision are linked by the conser-
vative internationalist penchant for the nation-state
as the sole building block of international affairs.

The backlash driving the new U.S. foreign policy
arises from conservative disdain for liberal and pro-
gressive internationalism. The conservative interna-
tionalists, led by the neoconservative ideologues, are
determined to undermine the entire framework of
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multilateralism championed by liberal
internat ional i s t s  l ike  Pres idents
Woodrow Wilson and Frankl in
Roosevelt. It is this multilateralism,
along with its attendant norms and
treaties, that constrains U.S. power.

U.S. IN A HOBBESIAN WORLD

Conservative internationalists insist
that the natural order is one of compet-
ing nation-states—a Hobbesian world in
which individual nation-states control
their own populations while in the inter-
national arena the most powerful nation
or Leviathan controls the world order.
These conservatives contend that the lib-
eral framework of multilateralism dis-
torts this natural order and the reality of
power relations by artificially eliciting
viewpoints from those without effective
power, thus diminishing U.S. domi-
nance. This does not mean that
Washington will eschew the multilateral
framework as an instrument of foreign
policy but rather that its resort to multi-
lateralism and international law will be
guided by prudence and tactical consid-
erations, not by principle.

Also threatened by this backlash are
the new forms of “complex multilateral-
ism” that began emerging in the 1970s,
as nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) began creating transborder net-
works to defend international norms like
human rights and environmentalism. In
the view of the conservative internation-
alists, national power—meaning military
power—is the single factor determining
who counts in international relations.
They are dismissive of those who appeal
to international norms and international
law but lack the military power to
enforce order. As such, the backlash of
the U.S. supremacists has no patience
either for civil society actors who attempt
to insinuate themselves into internation-
al power politics or for European nations
that assert the primacy of international
norms and treaties. Washington’s current
backlash threatens to sweep away not

only liberal multilateralism but also new
forms of global governance that open
space for civil society participation, citi-
zen diplomacy, and multidimensional
forms of conflict prevention. 

Conservative internationalists reject
what they regard as air-head notions of
global interdependence created by glob-
alization. In an essay written in 2000 for
the Project for the New American
Century (PNAC), Paul Wolfowitz, now
deputy secretary of defense and a leading
administration hawk, contended that
unipolarism and globalization are really
the same phenomenon. If there is a new
global interconnectedness, it “occurs
within the context of [American] global
dominance.”3 Neoconservatives like
Wolfowitz discard liberal and progressive
notions of “engagement” and “webs of
interdependence” as instruments of
peace and conflict prevention. They scoff
at seeking peace through engagement,
coexistence, détente, or even reform with
state or nonstate actors who do not
embrace the U.S. worldview.

Instead of pursuing conflict preven-
tion, neoconservatives promote “regime
change” by military means—directly by
the U.S. or through surrogate freedom
fighters. But Washington needs to pick
its battles carefully, strategically. Where
military confrontation is not an immedi-
ate option, as in China, Cuba, or Iran,
neoconservatives urge obstructing such
“rogues” and “peer competitors” from
addressing their internal contradictions
and conflicts, thereby hastening their
demise.4

At its core, U.S. foreign policy repre-
sents a fundamental rejection of the lib-
eral philosophies of Locke and Kant
based on progressive assumptions about
the civilizing power of reason and social
consensus. In the 1990s, the hawks and
ideologues that now direct U.S. foreign
and military policy dismissed as naïve
both the elder Bush vision of a “new
world order” and the Clinton vision of
an interdependent world arising from
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economic integration. Reacting to the
moderate conservatism of elder Bush and
the liberalism of Clinton, the architects
of the current Bush foreign policy coun-
terpose a Hobbesian world of conflict in
which a Leviathan state is both necessary
and good.

STATE AND CIVIL SOCIETY

The global vision embodied by current
U.S. foreign policy has been described by
its proponents as empire, benevolent
global hegemony, Pax Americana, or
simply the American century. Despite
the emphasis on U.S. cultural and polit-
ical primacy, military domination, and
moral preeminence, the grand strategy
advanced by the administration’s foreign
policy team reserves a major role for the
nation-state and national sovereignty.

In their rejection of the framework of
multilateralism and deepening global
governance and their spurning of any
new role for civil society, the theorists of
conservative internationalism uphold the
traditional concepts of the nation-state
and its sovereignty. But they have an
original interpretation of the national
role, simultaneously positing both
absolute sovereignty and conditional sov-
ereignty. As one PNAC scholar observed,
“The conservative internationalist views
the role of the nation—at least this
nation—as being at the core of interna-
tional relations today more than ever
before.”5

Each country’s degree of sovereignty
depends on its global power. For the
most powerful nation-state, sovereignty
is complete and unchallenged. In its
grand strategy, Washington does not cat-
egorically reject the need and relevance
of international norms, treaties, and
laws. But because U.S. power and associ-
ated global responsibilities greatly exceed
those of other nations, it is argued the
international rules that constrain the sov-
ereignty of other nations do not apply to
the United States. Its supreme military
power and moral clarity confer special

privileges and prerogatives with respect
to its global operations.6

Bush’s new foreign policy goes one step
further in its exceptionalism. Not only
does the U.S. stand above international
law, it has assumed for itself the role of
final judge. In the wake of the September
11 attacks, this new U.S. role as interna-
tional arbiter of good and evil was spelled
out by President Bush and his conserva-
tive internationalist coterie. In their view,
respect for the sovereignty of a nation-
state could be suspended if that state was

deemed to be either sponsoring terrorism or
developing weapons of mass destruction
that might challenge U.S. supremacy.

In a Washington Post editorial, George
Shultz, former secretary of state under
President Reagan, articulated the policy
of conditional sovereignty announced by
President Bush in his “axis of evil” State
of the Union address. “The state is all we
have as a means of ordering our interna-
tional existence and of achieving repre-
sentative government and protecting
individual rights,” asserted Shultz. “If the
pendulum has swung against the sover-
eign state in past decades, it is time to
swing it back, to hold states responsible
and to help strengthen them against our
common enemy, terrorism.” Under this
doctrine of conditional sovereignty, the
U.S. has appropriated for itself the right
to judge whether nations are violating
their responsibilities as sovereign entities
either by sponsoring nonstate terrorists
or by engaging in state terrorism. If

nations are so judged, then the U.S. can
intervene to force a regime change.
“With perseverance, we can revitalize the
state,” argued Shultz.7

MONSTERS TO DESTROY

John Quincy Adams, the sixth U.S.
president, admonished the fledgling
hawks of the new republic that America
ought not to go “abroad in search of
monsters to destroy.” But today’s grand
strategy, as set forth by the conservative
internationalists and hawks that circle

around George W. Bush, exhorts
Americans to strike out against an assort-
ment of both nonstate and state actors
regarded as evil.

Suffused with a sense of victimization
and vulnerability, the U.S. public and
the policy community have only just
begun to question the apocalyptic,
aggressive, and antimultilateral direction
of Bush’s foreign policy. Like the conser-
vatives who earlier asked themselves what
the U.S. should do with its immense
power in this unipolar world, the rest of
America will need to decide what respon-
sibilities and opportunities come with
dominant power—and whether this new
era of international relations will be one
in which global cooperation and respect
for international law are the main instru-
ments of peace and security or whether
we are entering into an imperial world
order maintained by a Leviathan nation
in search of monsters to slay.

Each country’s degree of sovereignty depends on its global

power. For the most powerful nation-state, sovereignty is

complete and unchallenged.
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