The Breakup Makes America the Leader of the World

Elliott Abrams

The collapse of the Soviet Union leaves the United States the world's sole superpower, Elliott Abrams states in the following viewpoint. As such, America must lead the world and not with​draw. Abrams maintains that although the cold war is over, worldwide conflict continues, and the United States must play the leading role in reducing this conflict. Abrams is a senior fel​low at the Hudson Institute, a conservative think tank in Wash​ington, D.C. He was assistant secretary of state for Inter-Ameri​can affairs in the Reagan administration, and is the author of several books, including Undue Process, his memoir of the Iran​Contra affair.

The struggle for mastery in Europe engaged the United States for nearly three-quarters of a century. It was a struggle that ex​acted enormous sacrifices. In the two world wars over half a million Americans lost their lives, and another 100,000 were killed in a global Cold War that was not always cold. The ques​tion arises: With the Cold War won, should the American defi​nition of security now begin to contract? Are the great tasks and sacrifices of the last seventy-five years finally behind us?

The temptation to withdraw from leadership in international politics is great. A variety of sophisticated and plausible argu​ments is an offer to justify such a course. As the year 2000 ap​proaches, some take a millenarian position that non-violence and democracy have already triumphed, leaving little reason for American activity. Some argue that the collapse of communism and Soviet power has eliminated any serious physical or ideolog​ical threats to American interests. Others maintain that while threats remain, a collective security system will emerge to pro​tect us. Perhaps most important is the assertion that, however real the need for American leadership, our own social and eco​nomic weaknesses are so deep as to prevent us, now or in the near future, from continuing to carry the burdens involved.

Whether reflecting optimism about the international system or pessimism about America, these views have a common thread: they manifest a desire to declare an end not only to the Cold War but also to the period of American leadership. Arguments that the world's problems are solved, or irrelevant to U. S. secu​rity, or likely to regulate themselves in a new and interdepen​dent world political system, or beyond the range of current American influence, all excuse (and often celebrate) the reduc​tion of American activity, influence, and power. But before accepting such arguments and joining in the celebration, we should subject them to close scrutiny; and when we do, they appear seriously flawed.. . .

A Self-Regulating System?

The sense of relief at the end of the Cold War was both enor​mous and understandable. Understandable, too, was the initial, euphoric belief that, with its conclusion, international stability was almost assured. If the danger to us and our allies, and more generally to world peace, had come from immensely powerful and aggressive dictatorships and their totalitarian ideology, it seemed reasonable to conclude that the demise of those regimes and their ideology would deliver us from problems of security and stability. The new interdependent, multipolar world would surely lend itself to a stable balance of power, replacing the pro​longed superpower confrontation.

This view, however attractive, lacks both logical and historical foundation. Two centuries ago, Rousseau observed of the states of Europe that they "touch each other at so many points that no one of them can move without giving a jar to the rest; their vari​ances are all the more deadly, as their ties are more closely woven." More recently Robert W Tucker pointed out in the Fall 1991 Foreign Affairs that "interdependence itself is not constitu​tive of order . . . [but] creates the need for greater order because it is as much a source of conflict as of consensus."
Peace is not the normal state of affairs. Equilibrium in the international system is not a natural or automatically realized phenomenon. History establishes that the international system can be peaceful only if determined, sustained, and intelligent efforts are made to keep it so.

The Victor Must Lead

America has won the cold war-almost without trying. America's aim, at least since 1956 when the stark exigencies of the Hungar​ian uprising disabused Americans of the illusions of a Commu​nist rollback, has been not to win this conflict but to negotiate a truce. It won nonetheless, not on the strength of its arms or the skill of its diplomats, but by virtue of the power of the demo​cratic ideas on which the American system is based and the fail​ure of the Communist idea.. . .

The various totalitarian systems now all seem to be ending in failure, but while they lived, they called the action. America emerged victorious over them all, but each of those victories came in defense. If, however, we can advance the spread of democracy, perhaps not everywhere but at least to the majority of mar.kind, then the twenty-first will be the true American cen​tury. This will come about not by the spread of American power or by the exact imitation of American institutions but by the spread of those profound and humane ideals on which America was founded.

The replacement of the historically rare bipolar system with a new but more familiar multipolar system serves to underline this point. It was characteristic of the Cold War that everything counted, at least briefly; in a twist on Andy Warhol's dictum, during the last four decades it seemed that every locale, no mat​ter how small, remote, barren, poor, and obscure, had its fifteen minutes of fame: Quemoy and Matsu, Vientiane and Pnomh Penh, Leopoldville and Addis Ababa, Managua and even St. Georges, Grenada. Everything mattered, and every win and every loss imparted a sense of historical momentum.

From this it followed that little was done by any country with​out taking the interests of the superpowers into consideration. Their boundless concerns constrained not only one another but also every other actor in the international system. True, the superpowers could occasionally be defied; but they could never be ignored, and defiance required careful calculation. Intermit​tently, one superpower or the other would give a sharp pull on the leash, as a reminder of who really ran the show: thus Eisen​hower forced the British, French, and Israelis to withdraw in humiliation from Suez in 1956; and thus the Soviets removed their missiles from Cuba in 1962 without consulting Castro.

The Pitfalls of a Multipolar World

This way of carrying on, which has characterized a good por​tion of our lifetime, is a historical rarity. What preceded it, from the Congress of Vienna to the Second World War, represents the more usual pattern. 'IYpically, no single power or pair of powers predominated. Instead, nations formed and broke alliances in a multipolar system with a facility dubbed Metternichian after its master practitioner.

While a bipolar system is "managed" by the two powers that dominate it, or is constrained by their rivalry, a multipolar sys​tem is freer, more fluid. This obviously has much to recom​mend it, but there are pitfalls as well. For the balance of power is the product of human endeavor. The most powerful members of a multipolar system must be willing to act resolutely when the rules of the game are broken; without that willingness the system becomes less stable and more prone to violence. The Pax Britannica of the nineteenth century was remarkably peaceful because there was a leading (though not dominant) power ac​tively enforcing the rules and willing to intervene, if necessary with force, to maintain the system's stability.

Determinism is the enemy of resolution. As Robert W 'Ilzcker and David Hendrickson observe in Empire of Liberty, the bal​ance of power "may be most endangered precisely when men persuade themselves that the tendency toward equilibrium is an iron law, for in this way they free themselves from the onus of maintaining it." In Hans Morgenthau's terms, some nation must act as "holder of the balance" or "arbiter" of the system, bestow​ing "restraint and pacification" upon it. Many of the conditions prevailing in the European state system during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries no longer exist. The system has ex​panded to embrace the world. Communication, transport, weaponry, and many other things have been revolutionized. But if the terms have changed, the basic requirement remains: one nation, deeply committed to the rules of international conduct and strong enough to enforce them, must assume the role of "holder of the balance." The only country capable of this in today's world is the United States.

The role is particularly important when circumstances call for coalition-building. The participation of the most powerful nation helps other, weaker states to reach agreements or to undertake actions that they might otherwise be reluctant to. The latter are aware that the absence of the most powerful nation can render their decision tentative and frustrate their efforts. They can be undone by its opposition. The American-led coalition against Iraq could not have been assembled by the Soviet Union, or Japan, or France, or Great Britain, without the engagement of the United States. Why should states with fewer resources risk committing them if the greater nation hangs back? Its reluc​tance to act will reduce the chance that a coalition will be formed at all, let alone succeed, and it will raise the cost enor​mously for those who proceed without it.

The Weaknesses of Collective Security

The most critical role for the arbiter lies in its capacity to en​force the rules of international behavior. The invoking of collec​tive security mechanisms all too often fails to achieve this, for collective security is little more than a system of mutual promises among peacefully inclined states. "A system of general collective security," Henry Kissinger observes, "has historically proved useless against the biggest threat to peace-a major rogue country. How would the 'peace-loving' states respond? What sanctions would be at their disposal?" (Washington Post, March 15, 1990). With the disappearance of Cold War con​straints on rule-breaking, some other form of enforcement-and its crux, military force-must be found if rogue countries are to be restrained.

Neither Germany nor Japan is a convincing candidate to suc​ceed the United States as world leader. Within living memory, both these countries made unsuccessful efforts to achieve domi​nance and, as a result, suffered the trauma of utter defeat, dis​grace, and occupation. In both cases the experience has left deep scars that make it difficult for the two countries to carry their full weight as major powers. Both are inhibited about pos​sessing or projecting military force. Both are aware that they are viewed with suspicion by other countries in their regions. Even more important, behavior in which timidity and assertiveness tend to alternate in an unpredictable manner suggests that, even in their own eyes, the two countries lack legitimacy as world leaders. In the case of Japan, in particular, its attempt to accu​mulate and exert political influence has been purposely circum​scribed by the Japanese themselves, precisely to protect them from involvement in divisive and dangerous crises.

In addition to all this, Japan and Germany are not quite today the economic superpowers they appeared to be yesterday. Japan's export of capital is slowing markedly, and Germany is both suffering under the great economic burden of absorbing the East and showing signs of entering a period of political tur​moil. Moreover, they are among the most rapidly aging coun​tries in the world. The impact of an aging population is evident in a contracting labor force, a rising dependency ratio (defined as population aged sixty-five and over as a percentage of popula​tion aged fifteen to sixty-five), a decline in the savings rate, and an ever-larger welfare bill. These are not historical and eco​nomic conditions conducive to strong international leadership. Except in rare and usually minor regional crises, the central actor in the enforcement of standards of international behavior must remain the United States.. . .

Is America Invulnerable?

It is comforting to believe that whatever the world's troubles, their salience for the United States has dropped dramatically now that the bipolar struggle has ended. The physical and ideo​logical threat of Soviet communism has been removed, and America is unquestionably the world's greatest military power. While the fate of Nicaragua, Cuba, or Vietnam is of surpassing interest to their citizens and perhaps their neighbors, it is of little import to Americans. The United States no longer needs to dedicate nearly so much time, personnel, and money to safe​guarding European security. Instability in the Balkans is unfor​tunate, fighting between Armenians and Azeris is tragic, but these are not matters seriously affecting the security of the United States.

All true. But if many issues have faded in importance, others continue to grow. The argument that if during the Cold War everything mattered, after it nothing does, cannot be sustained. Even at its height, the Cold War did not define the sum of Amer​ican interests in the world. Indeed, the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the end of its control of the countries of East​ern Europe, combined with advances in military technology, have created a new peril for the United States: the ready avail​ability of weapons of mass destruction to dozens of states and terrorist organizations, along with the incentive to acquire them.

A more fluid international order, even as it leaves some nations safer, will leave others feeling more vulnerable. As security guar​antees by superpowers to friends and client states weaken or end, these states are most likely to seek security not in new alliances or new superpower guarantees, but in new weaponry. The spread of sophisticated military technology has given many lesser nations, including terrorist states, unprecedented capabilities and potential in chemical, biological, and nuclear warfare, as well as delivery systems for their new arsenals. Long-range missile technology is already available in some of the world's most volatile regions, and the number of countries with ballistic missiles has doubled to eighteen in the last decade. Efforts to limit proliferation have failed in part because purchasers have been able to modify short-range missiles to reach longer-range targets and to adapt space-launch vehicles for military use; in part because the most advanced nations no longer maintain a monopoly on production. Many countries hostile to the U.S., including Iran, Iraq, and North Korea, are developing biological or chemical weapons. Many developing countries are also investing heavily in conventional forces (India, for example, now has the world's third-largest army and seventh-largest navy).

Only One Certainty

There is a painful irony for the United States in all this. After seventy-five years of costly conflicts, we are now finally at peace with all of the most powerful nations, only to find that developments in, and the dissemination of, military technology threaten to make America vulnerable once again.

The end of the Cold War, then, has produced a number of per​ceptions which, although superficially plausible, are mistaken. It is a mistake to believe that democracy's triumph worldwide is assured; that the international system will regulate itself in the absence of a leading power; that violence will wane; and that the United States is now militarily invulnerable.

The post-Cold War order is characterized not only by opportu​nity but by uncertainty. One thing, however, is certain: Ameri​can leadership, far from being a casualty of the peace, remains a precondition for a peaceful world.

