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It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that when Euro-
peans, and Americans, claim that American action in Iraq
was “unilateral,” they do not really mean that the United
States lacked wide international support. They mean the
United States lacked wide European support. The prob-
lem was not that Russia and China were opposed—when
did any American or European ever worry about that?
Nor was it that the vast majority of nations in Africa, Latin
America, and the Middle East were opposed. For much of
the past century, the majority of the world’s population
has opposed many American policies, and many Euro-
pean policies, too, without causing a crisis of legitimacy in
the West. No, what the critics mean by America’s “unilat-
eralism” in the Iraq war was that the United States did not
have the full support of all its traditional European allies,
including, most spectacularly, France and Germany. The
Bush administration was “unilateralist” not because it lost
the support of Moscow, Beijing, Sao Paolo, Kuala Lumpur,
and dozens of other capitals, but because it lost the sup-
port of Paris and Berlin.

In the end, moreover, what critics really mean by
American “unilateralism” is not that the United States
acted alone, but that it would not and could not be con-
strained, even by its closest friends. From the perspective
of Berlin and Paris, the United States was “unilateralist”
because no European power had any real influence over it.
As Joschka Fischer most candidly put it, “The question
now is: What will become of the Europeans given the
dominant role of the United States? Will they be able to
determine their own fate or will they merely be forced to
carry out what has been decided elsewhere?” Yes, the
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British and Spaniards supported the United States in Iraq,
Fischer acknowledges, but “the decisive question” was
whether these countries “can have or ever did have any
influence at all.”’%¢ Thus, even if there were one hundred
nations on America’s side, and even if three-quarters of
European nations supported American action, it is the
loss of influence over the United States that makes Ameri-
can policy “unilateral.”

That is why many Europeans have found so objection-
able the Bush administration’s references to “coalitions of
the willing” as the foreign policy tool of choice for the
United States in the future, rather than institutionalized
alliances such as NATO. The idea that “the mission deter-
mines the coalition” frees the United States from all obli-
gations and from European influence, even if some
Europeans are part of the coalition. It is also why many
Europeans found so troubling American talk of “old” and
“new” Europe; it was viewed as an American strategy of
divide-and-conquer, a way of further minimizing the
influence of a united Europe, if such a thing were ever to
come into existence.

As Javier Solana puts it, “Most of us would prefer to be
called an ‘ally’ or a ‘partner’ rather than a ‘tool’in a box.” If
the United States will once again consider itself bound to
its European allies, Solana suggests, the Europeans will in
turn provide it the support and legitimacy it needs. “Treat
your friends like allies and they will behave like allies,”
Javier Solana has argued since the Iraq war. “They allow

¢ Fischer interview, Die Zeit, May 8, 2003.
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for and legitimize leadership.”®? And although Solana
again insists that Europeans in demanding this treatment
are not seeking a “de facto European veto on American:
initiatives,” of course they are. No one can blame them for
wanting such a veto. Still, when all is said and done, the
crisis of legitimacy today is not only about principles of
law, or even about the supreme authority of the UN
Security Council. It is also very much the product of a
transatlantic struggle for influence. It is Europe’s response
to the unipolar predicament.

THE LEGITIMACY OF LIBERALISM

It would be tempting for Americans, therefore, to dismiss
the whole issue of legitimacy as a ruse and a fraud. During
the 2000 presidential campaign, George W. Bush’s top for-
eign policy adviser, Condoleezza Rice, derided the belief,
whrich she attributed to the Clinton administration, “that
the support of many states—or even better, of institutions
like the United Nations—is essential to the legitimate
exercise of power.” But as it turns out, even the Bush
administration felt compelled to seek European approval
for its action, and at the place where Europeans insisted
approval be granted, the UN Security Council. Perhaps
the Bush administration did not need France and Ger-
many, but it believed it needed the support at least of

67 Javier Solana, “The Future of Transatlantic Relations: Reinven-
tion or Reform?” Progressive Governance, July 10, 2003.
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Great Britain. Why? Not because British troops were essen-
tial to the success of the invasion of Iraq. It was the patina
of international legitimacy Blair’s support provided—a
legitimacy that the American people wanted and needed,
as Bush officials well understood. Nor can there be any
question that the Bush administration has suffered from
its failure to gain the full approval of Europe, and thus
a broader international legitimacy, for the invasion of
Irag—and suffered at home as well as abroad.

There are sound reasons why the United States needs
European approval, reasons unrelated to international
law, the strength of the Security Council, and the as-yet-
nonexistent “fabric of the international order.” Europe
matters because Europe and the United States remain the
heart of the liberal, democratic world. The liberal, demo-
cratic essence of the United States makes it difficult if not
impossible for Americans to ignore the fears, concerns,
interests, and demands of its fellow liberal democracies.
American foreign policy will be drawn by American liber-
alism to seek greater harmony with Europe, if Europeans
are willing and able to make such harmony possible.

The alternative course will be difficult for the United
States to sustain, for it is questionable whether the
United States can operate effectively over time without
the moral support and approval of the democratic world.
This is not for the reasons usually cited. While most
American advocates of “multilateralism” have focused on
the need for the material cooperation of allies, it is
America’s need for international legitimacy, defined as the
approval of the liberal, democratic world—represented,
above all, by Europe—that will in the end prove more
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decisive in shaping America’s course.®® Whether the
United States can “go it alone” in a material sense is an
open question. Militarily, it can and does go virtually
alone, even when the Europeans are fully on board, as in
Kosovo and in the first Persian Gulf war. Economically, it
can go alone in the reconstruction of places like Iraq if it
absolutely has to—five decades ago, after all, it recon-
structed Europe and Japan with its own funds. But
whether the American people will continually be willing
and able to support both military actions and the burdens
of postwar occupations in the face of constant charges of
illegitimacy by its closest democratic allies—that is more
doubtful.

Americans have always cared what the rest of the
world thinks of them, or at least what the liberal world
thinks. Their reputation for insularity and indifference is
undeserved. Americans were told to care by the founding
generation—in their Declaration of Independence, Ameri-
cans declared the importance of having a “decent respect
for ‘the opinion of mankind,” by which they meant Eu-
rope. Ever since, Americans have been forced to care what
the liberal world thinks by their unique national ideology.
For unlike the nationalisms of Europe, American nation-
alism is not rooted in blood and soil; it is a universalist

68 It is not yet the case that the world’s other major liberal democ-
racies,including India and Japan, weigh as heavily in American calcula-
tions as does Europe. Whether this is because they are relative
newcomers to “the West” or because of cultural and racial prejudices in
the transatlantic community is hard to say. But the views of New Delhi
do not carry as much weight, or excite as much passion, as the views of
Paris.
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ideology that binds Americans together. Americans for
much of the past three centuries have considered them-
selves the vanguard of a worldwide liberal revolution.
Their foreign policy from the beginning has not been only
about defending and promoting their material national
interests. “We fight not just for ourselves but for all
mankind,” Benjamin Franklin declared at America’s War
of Independence, and whether or not that has always been
true, most Americans have always wanted to believe it
was true. There can be no clear dividing line between the
domestic and the foreign, therefore, and no clear distinc-
tion between what the democratic world thinks about
America and what Americans think about themselves.
Every profound foreign policy debate in America’s history,
from the time when Jefferson squared off against Ham-
ilton, has ultimately been a debate about the nation’s
identity and has posed for Americans the primal ques-
tion: “Who are we?” Because Americans do care, the steady
denial of international legitimacy by fellow democra-
cies will over time become debilitating and perhaps even
paralyzing.

Americans therefore cannot ignore the unipolar pre-
dicament. Perhaps the singular failure of the Bush admin-
istration may have been that it has been too slow to
recognize this. Bush and his advisers came to office guided
by the narrow realism that dominated in Republican for-
eign policy circles during the Clinton years. The Clin-
ton administration, Condoleezza Rice wrote in a famous
essay in January 2000, had failed to focus on the “national
interest” and instead had addressed itself to “ ‘humanitar-
ian interests’ or the interests of ‘the international commu-
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nity.” The Bush administration, by contrast, would take
a fresh look at all treaties, obligations, and alliances
and reevaluate them in terms of America’s “national
interest.”%9

The notion that the United States could take such a
narrow view of its “national interest” has always been mis-
taken. Americans had “humanitarian interests” before
the term was invented. But besides being an analytical
error, the enunciation of this “realist” approach by the
sole superpower in a unipolar era was a serious foreign
policy error. The global hegemon cannot proclaim to the
world that it will be guided only by its own definition of
its “national interest.” For this is precisely what even
America’s closest friends fear, that the United States will
wield its unprecedented vast power only for itself. In her
essay, Rice derided “the belief that the United States is
exercising power legitimately only when it is doing so on
behalf of someone or something else.” But for the rest of
the world, what other source of legitimacy can there be?
When' the United States acts in its own interests, Rice
claimed, as would many Americans, it necessarily serves
the interests of everyone. “To be sure,” Rice argued, “there
is nothing wrong with doing something that benefits all
humanity, but that is, in a sense, a second-order effect.”7°
But could even America’s closest friends ever be per-
suaded that an America always pursuing its self-interest
can be relied upon to serve their interests, too, as some
kind of “second-order effect™

¢ Condoleezza R;ce, “Promoting the National Interest,” Foreign

Affairs, 79 (January/February 2000): 47.
70 Ibid.
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Both the unipolar predicament and the American
character require a much more expansive definition of
American interests. The United States can neither appear
to be acting only in its self-interest, nor can it in fact act as
if its own national interest were all that mattered. In the
words of the oft-quoted Jewish sage Hillel, “If I am not for
myself, who will be for me? If I am not for others, what am
I?” The United States must, indeed, act in ways that bene-
fitall humanity, as it has frequently tried to do in the past,
and it must certainly seek to benefit that part of humanity
that shares America’s liberal principles. Even at times of
dire emergency, and perhaps especially at those times, the
world’s sole superpower needs to demonstrate that it
wields its great power on behalf of its principles and all
who share them.

The manner in which the United States conducts itself
in Iraq today is especially important in this regard. At
stake is not only the future of Iraq and the Middle East
more generally, but also of America’s reputation, its relia-
bility, and its legitimacy as a world leader. The United
States will be judged, and should be judged, by the care
and commitment it takes to secure a democratic peace in
Iraq. It will be judged by whether it indeed advances the
cause of liberalism, in Iraq and elsewhere, or whether it
merely defends its own interests.

No one has made this argument more powerfully,
and more presciently, than that quintessential realist,
Henry Kissinger. In the same essay where Kissinger made
the case for moving beyond the Westphalian system, he
also insisted that by leading this new, “revolutionary”
approach the United States incurred “a special responsi-
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bility.” Because of its power, and “precisely because of the
precedent-setting nature of this war,” Kissinger argued
before the invasion, “its outcome will determine the way
American actions will be viewed internationally.” The task
in Iraq, Kissinger argued, was not just to win the war but
to “[convey] to the rest of the world that our first preemp-
tive war has been imposed by necessity and that we seek
the world’s interests, not exclusively our own.” America’s
“special responsibility, as the most powerful nation in the
world, is to work toward an international system that rests
on more than military power—indeed, that strives to
translate power into cooperation. Any other attitude will
gradually isolate and exhaust us.”

The United States, in short, must pursue legitimacy in
the manner truest to its nature, by promoting the princi-
ples of liberal democracy, not only as a means to greater
security, but as an end in itself. Success in such endeavors
will provide the United States a measure of legitimacy in
the liberal, democratic world, and even in Europe. For
Europeans cannot forever ignore their own vision of a
more humane world, even if they are these days more pre-
occupied with their vision of a strengthened international
legal order.

Nor can the United States, in promoting liberalism, fail
to take the interests and the fears of its liberal democratic
allies in Europe into account. The United States should try
to fulfill its part of a new transatlantic bargain by granting
Europeans some influence over the exercise of American
power—if, that is, the Europeans in turn will wield that
influence wisely. The NATO alliance—an alliance of and
for liberal democracies—could be the locus of such a bar-
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gain, if there is to be one. NATO is where the United States
has already ceded influence to Europeans, who vote on an
equal footing with the superpower in all the alliance’s
deliberations. Indeed, NATO has for decades been the one
organization capable of reconciling American hegemony
with European autonomy and influence. And NATO even
today retains a sentimental attraction for Americans, more
potent than the attraction they feel for the United Nations.

But can the United States cede some power to Europe
without putting American security, and indeed Europe’s
and the entire liberal democratic world’s security, at risk
in the process? Here lies the rub. For even with the best of
intentions, the United States cannot enlist the cooperation
of Europeans if there is no common assessment of the
nature of global threats today, and of the means that must
be employed to meet them. But it is precisely this gap in
perception that has driven the United States and Europe
apart in the post—Cold War world.

If it is true, as Robert Cooper suggests, that interna-
tional legitimacy stems from shared values and a shared
history, does such commonality still exist within the West
now that the Cold War has ended? For while the liberal
transatlantic community still shares much in common,
the philosophical schism on the fundamental questions of
world order may now be overwhelming those commonal-
ities. It is hard to imagine the crisis of legitimacy being
resolved so long as this schism persists. For even if the
United States were to fulfill its part of the bargain, and
grant the Europeans the influence they crave, would the
Europeans, with their very different perception of the
world, fulfill theirs? Were Europeans and Americans ever
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to agree on the nature of the common threat, the coopera-
tion they managed during the Cold War would not be
hard to resume. But so long as Europeans and Americans
do not share a common view of the threat posed by terror-
ism and weapons of mass destruction, they will not join in
a common strategy to meet those threats. Nor will
Europeans accord the United States legitimacy when it
seeks to address those threats by itself, and by what it
regards as sometimes the only means possible, by force.

And what, then, is the United States to do? Should
Americans, in the interest of transatlantic harmony, try to
alter their perceptions of global threats to match that of
their European friends? To do so would be irresponsible.
Not only American security but the security of the liberal
democratic world depends today, as it has depended for
the past half century, on American power. Kofi Annan
may convince himself that the relative peace and stability
the world has known since World War II was the product
of the UN Security Council and the UN Charter. But even
Europeans, in moments of clarity, know that is not true.
“The U.S. is the only truly global player,” Joschka Fischer
has declared, “and I must warn against underestimating
its importance for peace and stability in the world. And
beware, too, of underestimating what the U.S. means for
our own security.”7!

But the United States has played that role not by
adopting Europe’s postmodern worldview, but by seeing
the world through its own eyes. Were Americans now to
adopt the worldview of postmodern Europe, neither the

71 Joschka Fischer interview, Stern, October 2, 2002.
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United States nor postmodern Europe itself would long
remain secure. Today, most Europeans believe the United
States exaggerates the dangers in the world. After Septem-
ber 11, 2001, most Americans fear they haven’t taken those
dangers seriously enough.

Herein lies the tragedy. To address today’s global
threats Americans will need the legitimacy that Europe
can provide. But Europeans may well fail to provide it. In
their effort to constrain the superpower, they will lose
sight of the mounting dangers in the world, dangers far
greater than those posed by the United States. In their
nervousness about unipolarity, they may forget the dan-
gers of a multipolarity in which nonliberal and nondemo-
cratic powers come to outweigh Europe in the global
competition. In their passion for international legal order,
they may lose sight of the other liberal principles that have
made postmodern Europe what it is today. Europeans
thus may succeed in debilitating the United States, but
since they have no intention of supplementing American
power with their own, the net result will be a diminution
of the total amount of power that the liberal democratic
world can bring to bear in its defense—and in defense of
liberalism itself.

Right now many Europeans are betting that the risks
from the “axis of evil,” from terrorism and tyrants, will
never be as great as the risk of an American Leviathan
unbound. Perhaps it is in the nature of a postmodern
Europe to make such a judgment. But now may be the
time for the wisest heads in Europe, including those living
in the birthplace of Pascal, to begin asking what will result
if that wager proves wrong.
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