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Right War, Wrong Time, Wrong Way
By Mads Fuglede

23. april | “It is ironic that President Bush said during the 2000 election campaign that ‘if we are a humble nation, others will respect us. If we are an arrogant nation, they will not’, because his administration then proceeded to ignore his advice.” Yet now, the Bush administration is gradually rediscovering its need for ‘soft power’ – as it reaches the limits to what it can manage on its own. RÆSON has spoken to Joseph Nye, professor at Harvard, who is without question one of the world’s leading theorists on international relations. Nye, who also served as Deputy Minister of Defense in the Clinton-administration, was interviewed by Mads Fuglede earlier in the year about the foreign policy of the Bush administration in both a historical and theoretical perspective.
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1. Right war, wrong time, wrong way

MADS FUGLEDE [MF]: Let us start with the war in Iraq. What was your position on that and why?

JOSEPH NYE [JN]: Well, I thought the Bush administration should have taken more time to build a broader coalition and to work within the United Nations’ system. I think it was right that Saddam Hussein was a danger in the long run, and that he was a tyrant so I think you could justify removing him with force but not without a broader coalition and more institutional framework. So, I have sometimes summarized that by saying: right war, wrong time, wrong way. 

Even so Colin Powell, who earlier had done yeoman’s work pulling together a large anti-terror coalition, recently in the magazine Foreign Affairs stated that, “above all, the President’s strategy is one of partnerships that strongly affirms the vital role of NATO and other US alliances – including the UN”. That might be the way Powell would like to see American foreign policy, but it seems to be at statement that could only be used as a description of the campaign in Afghanistan and not the time thereafter. Could you elaborate on this?

JN: I think that it is correct that Powell’s statement was an aspiration of where US policy should be rather than a description of where it was in the Iraq war. I think the fact that we did not take more time and work with the broader coalition within the UN was mistaken, and I think that we are paying the price for it right now as we find ourselves trying to produce security and political stability and some beginning of democratization in Iraq right now. We have to do more on our own because of the way we went about the war in the first place. So, I think it would have been nice if we had done it the way Powell said, but as you know, the administration has been very divided between the State Department which Powell accurately represented, and the Defense Department, which was much more unilateral.

With Colin Powell, Donald Rumsfeld and Paul Wolfowitz in the same administration you’ve had three very different approaches to American foreign policy. Looking back: The bitter struggle between National Security adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski and Secretary of State Cyrus Vance hurt Jimmy Carter’s administration – and the constant bickering between Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger and Secretary of State George Schulz created numerous problems within the Reagan administration. Do you think Bush picked the right people as a team?

JN: I think he has an able group of people. But I think he would have been better off if he had had a Secretary of Defense who was more of a team player. I think it was very hard for Powell to build a coalition at the same time as Secretary of Defense was insulting the Europeans that Powell was trying to recruit to a coalition. So I think it would have been better to have had had a somewhat different team, which would have been more coherent. If you look at President Bush’s father, George H. W. Bush, I think that was a model of how foreign policy should be implemented. You had strong personalities in Baker, Cheney and Scowcroft, but you did not have the kind of internal divisions that you have in George W. Bush’s presidency. 

On the war in Iraq, James Baker, Bush Senior’s close friend and his first Secretary of State, wanted to use the UN track. Henry Kissinger was reluctant. Brent Scowcroft argued “An attack on Iraq on this time would seriously jeopardize, if not destroy, the global-counter terrorist campaign...”. Lawrence Eagleburger, who replaced Baker as Secretary of State, agreed. Former general Norman Schwarzkopf said: “A new war with Iraq has not yet been justified”. There are no bleeding heart liberals in this bunch. Why did their opinion not sieve into the younger Bush’s administration? 

JN: Some people argue that [vicepresident Dick] Cheney - who served both administrations - had changed his mind into a more aggressive view on the removal of Saddam Hussein and regretted that they had not gone further earlier – Wolfowitz also had that view - and I think that it is sometimes said that George W. Bush likes to have people disagreeing with each other so that he can balance them off and get different views. There is a difference in style between father and son. In some ways George W. Bush is more like Franklin Roosevelt in his policy. Roosevelt often kept his cabinet ministers guessing and pitted them against each other whereas George H. W. Bush emphasized much more teamwork.

2. Roosevelt’s lesson

In your book, “The Paradox of American Power: Why the World's Only Superpower Can't Go It Alone” you argue that although the US will long remain militarily and economically supreme, it will become increasingly dependent on other nations. Could you please specify?

JN: Yes, I think if we look just at the military power, then the United States looks like the world’s only superpower able to manage things by itself – go it alone – but when you look at the transnational issues – whether they be countering transnational terrorism or dealing with international financial crises or dealing with the spread of infectious diseases or global climate change – it is just impossible for any country to deal with those alone. You have to have cooperation between governments to deal with them, and there are also issues that cannot be solved by military means, so America’s military strength does not solve any of those issues completely by itself. I think as those issues become more important on the international and foreign policy agenda, the US will have to cooperate with other countries to be able to get the outcomes it wants in those areas. 

Robert Kagan, who wrote “Of Paradise and Power: America and Europe in the New World Order”, has hailed “hard power” as the most important tool for America’s foreign policy. Obviously you disagree with him. Could you explain why?

JN: I think it is a mistake to focus solely on hard power. I am certainly not one who believes that you can ignore hard power or escape from the use of hard power. In those parts of the world where you still have what he (Robert Kagan( called a Hobbesian background, you need hard power. But I think that hard power without soft power often is less effective. For example, if you are trying to prevent an antagonistic group like Al Qaeda from recruiting among moderates, then your soft power is very important. Rumsfeld himself said in this memo that was leaked last fall, “how do we know whether we are succeeding in the war on terrorism? On the one hand we are killing and capturing Al Qaeda terrorists, but, on the other hand, the harassments are producing more people for them to recruit”. The only way you deal with the second half of that equation is with soft power. So if you think with hard power alone, you are not going to be able to solve the problem.

And that war on terror. How is that progressing in your view?

JN: In some ways it is successful and in some ways not adequately successful. The various estimates that have been published say that of the top leadership of Al Qaeda, maybe as much as three-quarters has been killed or captured though not, of course, Bin Laden. But we do not know how many new ones have been recruited, and the question is not that the central organization of Al Qaeda has been disrupted, but the cells, which are distributed widely and are quite autonomous, have not all been disrupted. So, it is a mixed bag of how we are doing. 

What would be the right mix of hard and soft power as a strategic response to the threat from terror?

JN:  Soft power is your ability to get the outcomes you want through attraction - and you are never going to attract someone like Bin Laden. He has his mindset which is not attractable to western values and western culture, much less American culture. So hard power is necessary to deal with somebody like Bin Laden who is threatening to you. But the soft power is essential to appeal to the moderates so that he cannot recruit them to his cause. You need hard power to try to capture someone like Bin Laden but you need soft power to prevent him from recruiting moderates into his cause.

In your book you bring up the Roosevelt administration in the late thirties. Roosevelt became convinced that America’s security depended on its ability to speak to and win the support of people in other countries. This approach seems to be in dire straits at the moment. Why is that?

JN: The part of the administration, which is sometimes called the new unilateralists represented by some of the neo-conservatives and others, believe that American military power is sufficiently large; that we should not allow ourselves to be constrained by alliances and institutions.  As we do that, we wind up looking arrogant and not consultative and that makes our approach less attractive. We have seen an American approach, which, I think, has been counterproductive in terms of antagonizing other countries. It is ironic that President Bush said during the 2000 election campaign that ‘if we are a humble nation, others will respect us. If we are an arrogant nation, they will not’, because his administration then proceeded to ignore his advice.

3. Clinton’s legacy

You had a unique insight into the Clinton administration’s foreign policy as Assistant Secretary of Defense. What has happened to the Clinton legacy with this administration?

JN: There are a number of things that the Clinton administration did successfully. One was to deal with situations like Bosnia, Kosovo and there, though the Bush administration came in saying they were not going to do foreign policy as social work, they have played their role and those situations are indeed much more stable than they were in the mid-nineties. The Clinton administration also had a policy of engagement with China and at the same time a reinforcement of the alliance relationship with Japan and there, I think, the Bush administration first came into office saying they would treat China as a strategic competitor rather than a strategic partner. But now they have come around pretty much to the Clinton point of view. So there are parts of the Clinton foreign policy, which have remained in place.

I think the relationship with Europe though is much worse than it was under Clinton, and the relationship with the Islamic world right now, I think, is much worse as measured by public opinion polls. Then, of course, on the Middle East the Israel-Palestine issue, Clinton had not succeeded in solving the problem but he had gotten quite close, and I think the Bush administration missed the opportunity to build on that legacy and let it go too long without proper attention. 

Why did Bush not finish Clinton’s work in solving the Israel-Palestine conflict? 

JN: The Bush people during the campaign claimed that Clinton had devoted too much attention and spent too much American political capital in solving the problem when it was not ripe for a solution, and so they waited for it to become ripe. Instead it became rotten.

You have argued against a unilateral approach to American foreign policy. It must be very tempting being so powerful as America is today to go it alone. Why not do that - define the world in your own image and then, to use a quotation used about Bush: “rather be damned for what I do than be damned for what I fail to do”?

JN: There is a strong temptation to use your power when it is so great and not let it be constrained. Some people among the neo-conservatives say that if President George H. W. Bush had had a smaller coalition in 1991, he would have removed Saddam Hussein, and we would not have had the problems that were created afterwards. I think that is a little too simple because it was not just allies who were holding us back in 1991. There were also fears of instability in Iraq and the dangers of occupying Baghdad and the questions of the relations between Iraq and Iran, which also held things back. So sometimes the neo-conservatives argued that it is our alliances that hold us back and that 1991 is an example of a failure to remove Saddam because of our alliances. I think that is much too simple. There were many causes that held us back in 1991.

4. The politics of attraction
Bush does not rule out working with others. His preferred form of multilateralism - to be indulged when unilateral action seems impossible or unwise - involves building ad hoc coalitions of the willing or what Richard Hass has called “à la carte multilateralism”. How will this approach affect NATO and the UN if George W. Bush is given four more years?

JN: The administration, particularly Secretary Rumsfeld, often says that ‘the issue should determine the coalition, not the coalition determine the issue’. But the trouble with that downplaying of the role of institutions is that it means that others do not feel that they are consulted and do not have a voice, that they are only invited to participate at the last minute when help is needed. I think, over time, that will hurt the US. Institutions tend to legitimize policies and a preponderant power like the US should be worried about how to legitimize our power. So I think there is a cost to that approach.

On the other hand notice that the Bush administration seems to be inching back in the direction of more attention to NATO and the UN. That is because of the way the world is. They do not have good unilateral options on many of the hard issues like Iran and North Korea – and they are finding that even in Iraq, when it comes to reconstruction and democratization, they would do better if they had more work put in from the UN.

Bush’s foreign policy has been called “a foreign policy revolution”. Do you think by your last statement that the revolution is dying out at the moment?

JN: I think there are two dimensions to what Bush did in changing foreign policy. One was to reorient the focus of foreign policy and the other was how he went about implementing it. Reorienting the focus to put the emphasis on weapons of mass destruction and terrorism, I think, actually was correct, and that statement of September 2002 was revolutionary in the goals of foreign policy. I think where they did not do as well is on the means of foreign policy, where they did not pay enough attention to institutions of soft power. But I think that they are gradually beginning to realize that in the implementation they will do better if they pay more attention to soft power and institutions. So revolution in the goals of foreign policy remains but the revolution in the means meant discounting alliances and institutions and soft power – I think that part is not quite as radical as it was. 

You emphasize soft power again and again. But also soft power could alienate Europeans and others, especially Muslims. Is it that easy that soft power will always pave the way for American foreign policy, or could it not have the opposite effect?

JN: Soft power is your ability to attract and it grows out of your culture and your values and your policies and there are some places where American culture is not attractive or soft power will not work. For extremely conservative Muslims, for example, American culture (or western culture, including European culture) is profoundly repulsive. The idea that women can run around in bikinis or make their own choices about marriage they find very offensive. So there are cases where soft power does not work.

5. The dark side of globalization
You write that the idea of national sovereignty must be respected and protected. Why is that so important?

JN: National sovereignty is a rule of the international system that has been in place for several hundred years since Westphalia. It gives you a basic norm to limit the extent to which countries invade or interfere with each other. On the other hand it cannot be absolute and we see within the practices in the UN that it is not absolute when people talked about – in the twentieth century: the issues of apartheid. That was an internal affair in South Africa but it was regarded as a gross injustice, which should not be purely left to the sovereignty of South Africa with a minority government oppressing the majority. And similarly, in a case like Kosovo, where there was a feeling that a large-scale ethnic cleansing cannot be left to the absolute control of the rulers. I think what we are seeing is that sovereignty is the basic norm, and remains the basic norm, but there are exceptions to sovereignty in cases of gross injustice, genocide, ethnic cleansing and extreme abuses of human rights.

Gone are the blessedly simple, bipolar days when containment of Soviet power governed and defined American diplomacy and military action. The world is now much more chaotic. Could you describe the new challenges that America faces?

JN: In a world organized as it is now the threat that the US faces is less from other countries than it is from chaotic forces unleashed by technological change and social change and globalization. Globalization has a bright side, which is economic growth, but it has a dark side, which includes things like the spread of infectious diseases or transnational terrorism. I think that no one country can control those dark forces of that dark side of globalization acting alone. It requires cooperation. So it is a new type of foreign policy challenge.

If America and the Bush administration in particular would realize the power of soft power that you talk about - ranging from Hollywood movies to all aspects of popular American culture - what would be the result, do you think?

JN: I think that if the Bush administration were to be more attentive to American soft power it could reduce some of the rough edges that come from being such a preponderant military power. The extent to which the US is seen as welcome and not threatening makes our disproportionate military size more tolerable.  I also think that the Bush administration could do much more in presenting American policies. For example we spend 400 times more on the military than we do on soft power resources such as Voice of America and international exchange programs. I think we could invest more in those instruments of soft power. But we also have to be more alert to how our policies are perceived by others. To be effective with soft power you have to listen as well as broadcast. 

We have got the bust of John F. Kennedy right next to us. Do Americans need to revitalize the Peace Corps?

JN: The Peace Corps still exists and is a success.  I think that programs in which people, particularly young people, interact with each other is a very important way of advancing soft power and it is one of the reasons why here at the Kennedy School, I have increased the proportion of our international students to nearly half of our students because I think it allows the Americans to learn from the foreign students and to create friendships and ties across borders.

A quote from your own book: “How we behave at home also matters. Amnesty International is overly harsh in its declaration that today the US is as frequently an impediment to human rights as an advocate. But by ignoring or refusing to ratify human rights treaties such as those concerning economic, social and cultural rights and discrimination against women, the US undercuts our soft power on these issues.” Could you please elaborate?

JN: I think there is a great danger of looking hypocritical. If you are trying to attract others by your values such as your support for human rights and then you do not practice human rights as well as you should, you look hypocritical and not very many people are attracted to a hypocrite. 

Mark Hertsgaard who wrote “The Eagle’s Shadow” labeled America ‘ the parochial empire’. Is there a parochial streak to American national identity that makes it unable to act as a very good empire?

JN: The US will never be a very good empire because the American people tend to be inward-turning in many ways for better and for worse. Very large countries do more of their economics inside rather than outside. They tend to be more preoccupied with their own culture than with other cultures. This is true not just for the US but for Russia and China as well. The American public is not willing to maintain an external empire. There have been periods in the past when we have done it, but real imperialism in the sense of direct control over other countries is not popular with the American public. The polls show that that is not what the people want. So I think the American public would not be a very good support base for an empire such as Britain or France had in the nineteenth century. 

6. Mars, Venus and the freedom of the seas
You write that the US can learn from the lessons of Great Britain in the nineteenth century when it was also a preponderant power. Great Britain attended to the provision of three public goods, 1) maintaining the balance of power among the major states in Europe, 2) promoting an open international economic system - and 3) maintaining open international commons such as the freedom of the seas and the suppression of piracy. All three translate very well to the current American situation. Could you elaborate on this?

JN: I think that a large power can produce public goods – public in the sense that everybody benefits from them and nobody can be excluded from them. Take the international security system. In the nineteenth century it was the “balance of power” and the twentieth century a framework of discouraging invasion of other countries by their neighbors. Another example is the open international economic system, which allows countries to make the type of progress that the East Asian countries have made. Trying to keep the global commons open, such as freedom of the seas, also remains as important today as it was in the nineteenth century. But we should think also of the global cyber commons as well as of the oceans. 

One used to be able to define American foreign policy as being either Wilsonian or Rooseveltian and nowadays you have these neo-conservatives on the field as well and they seem to be sort of a Reaganite-Wilsonian fusion.

JN: I think the neo-conservatives are what I would call Wilsonians of the right. Wilson himself wanted to promote democracy, and that the neo-conservatives have in common with Wilson. Wilson also wanted to promote international institutions and that is where the neo-conservatives depart from Wilson.

Concerning Europe again. Going back to Powell’s recent article in Foreign Affairs, “Partnership and principle”, it says: ”We work hard to have the best relations we can with nations large and small, old and new, but for practical purposes we concentrate on major powers, especially those with whom we have had difficult partnerships in the past, notably Russia, India and China.” Europe is missing from that list. Has Europe lost America’s attention?

JN: No, I do not think so. I think that it could be read also as a reflection of the fact that the underlying community of interest between Europe and America remains very strong. For all the disputes that arose over Iraq, the US and Europe share more values and more common interests than do any other two parts of the world. So, I would argue that it was a little bit like saying: “I do not have to worry about the relations inside the family, it is the relations with the neighbors and the other outsiders that I worry about”. I personally am not one who believes that there is a great divorce between Europe and America. I think, in fact, that the shared values are much stronger.

So, “we are not from Venus, and you are not from Mars”?

JN: No, in fact, if you look at democracies, all democracies are from Venus when it comes to their dealing with each other. It is unthinkable that the US would ever go to war against Canada or Japan or Europe. So, in that sense when it comes to how democracies relate to each other, we are all from Venus. The harder problems come when you deal with the Hobbesian part of the world. There, I think, the Europeans have to realize that occasionally you have to have a little bit of Mars. 
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