
Does George W. Bush’s
presidency mark the demise of the era of liberal internationalism in the United
States? According to many analysts, it does not.1 The prevailing wisdom is that
the Bush administration’s assertive unilateralism, its aversion to international
institutions, and its zealous efforts to spread democracy in the Middle East
represent a temporary departure from the United States’ traditional foreign
policy. Out of step with both public and expert opinion, the Bush revolution
was orchestrated by a small group of neoconservative ofªcials who, with the
help of the September 11 terrorist attacks, managed to wrest control of the for-
eign policy apparatus.2 This account implies that the Bush administra-
tion’s foreign policy is an aberration and that the United States’ commitment
to the formula of liberal internationalism—U.S. power plus international
cooperation—will be restored after Bush leaves ofªce. Indeed, inºuential think
tanks and foreign policy groups are already churning out action plans for re-
viving liberal internationalism.3
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We challenge this view and contend instead that the Bush administration’s
brand of international engagement, far from being an aberration, represents a
turning point in the historical trajectory of U.S. foreign policy. It is a symptom,
as much as a cause, of the unraveling of the liberal internationalist compact
that guided the United States for much of the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury. That compact was substantive as well as political. Substantively, it en-
tailed a commitment to both power and cooperation: the United States would
project its military strength to preserve stability, but it would seek to exercise
its leadership through multilateral partnership rather than unilateral initiative.
It was the coupling of U.S. power and international partnership that gave the
nation’s foreign policy such a distinctive character in the decades following
World War II. Politically, liberal internationalism drew broad support from re-
gions of the country that had rarely agreed on matters of either domestic or
foreign policy. Working together, Democrats and Republicans fashioned a
bipartisan consensus behind a new type of U.S. engagement in world affairs.
Bipartisanship was to prove crucial to the emergence and longevity of a U.S.
grand strategy that twinned power and international partnership.

Liberal internationalism’s rise was the product of both geopolitical and do-
mestic developments. The threat posed by Nazi Germany, imperial Japan, and
the Soviet Union combined with the fading of ideological divisions in the
United States to enable Democrats and Republicans to coalesce around a com-
mon strategy. Abroad, the United States used its superior military power to
check potential challenges to stability and an open international economy.
But at the same time, it turned to multilateral institutions to attract and reas-
sure the partners it needed to defeat fascism and communism. At home, the
political environment was ripe for the emergence of a “centrist” coalition.
The formation of a North-South alliance, the easing of class tensions due to
economic growth and rising incomes, the onset of political pragmatism and
ideological moderation—these were the conditions that led Democrats and
Republicans alike to forge what Arthur Schlesinger dubbed the “vital center.”4

Thus began the era of liberal internationalism.
The conditions that sustained liberal internationalism have of late been rap-

idly disappearing, dramatically weakening its grip on the nation’s politics.
Since the demise of the Soviet Union, U.S. primacy has reduced the incentives
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for Republicans and Democrats alike to adhere to the liberal internationalist
compact. Unipolarity has heightened the geopolitical appeal of unilateralism,
a trend that even the threat of transnational terrorism has not reversed.
Unipolarity has also loosened the political discipline engendered by the Cold
War threat, leaving U.S. foreign policy more vulnerable to growing partisan-
ship at home. “Red” and “Blue” America disagree about the nature of U.S. en-
gagement in the world; growing disparities in wealth have reawakened class
tensions; and political pragmatism has been losing ground to ideological
extremism.

The polarization of the United States has dealt a severe blow to the bi-
partisan compact between power and cooperation. Instead of adhering to the
vital center, the country’s elected ofªcials, along with the public, are backing
away from the liberal internationalist compact, supporting either U.S. power
or international cooperation, but rarely both. President Bush and many
Republicans have abandoned one side of the liberal internationalist compact:
multilateralism has received little but contempt on their watch. Meanwhile,
the Democrats have neglected the other side: many party stalwarts are uneasy
with the assertive use of U.S. power. As the partisan gyre in Washington wid-
ens, the political center is dying out, and support for liberal internationalism is
dying with it. According to Jim Leach, one of the Republican moderates to lose
his House seat in the 2006 midterm elections, “[The United States’] middle has
virtually collapsed. And how to reconstruct a principled center, a center of
gravity in American politics, may be the hardest single thing at this particular
time.”5

Prominent voices from across the political spectrum have called for the res-
toration of a robust bipartisan center that can put U.S. grand strategy back on
track.6 According to Democratic Senator Hillary Clinton, “For more than a half
a century, we know that we prospered because of a bipartisan consensus on
defense and foreign policy. We must do more than return to that sensible, co-
operative approach.” Republican presidential candidate Mitt Romney echoes
this sentiment: “It seems that concern about Washington’s divisiveness and ca-
pability to meet today’s challenges is the one thing that unites us all. We need
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new thinking on foreign policy and an overarching strategy that can unite the
United States and its allies.”7

These exhortations are in vain. The halcyon era of liberal internationalism is
over; the bipartisan compact between power and partnership has been effec-
tively dismantled. If left unattended, the political foundations of U.S. statecraft
will continue to disintegrate, exposing the country to the dangers of an erratic
and incoherent foreign policy. To avoid this fate, U.S. leaders will have to fash-
ion a new brand of internationalism—one that will necessarily entail less
power and less partnership if it is to have a chance of securing broad domestic
support. To ªnd a new equilibrium between the nation’s commitments abroad
and its polarized politics at home, the United States will need a grand strategy
that is as selective and judicious as it is purposeful.

This article is organized into three main sections. We begin by describing the
rise of liberal internationalism, exploring how geopolitical and domestic fac-
tors worked in unison to fashion a bipartisan consensus behind the United
States’ postwar grand strategy. We then turn to liberal internationalism’s de-
mise, again examining the roles played by both international and domestic
forces in eroding the political foundations of the liberal internationalist com-
pact. We conclude by considering the implications of our analysis for U.S.
grand strategy.

The Rise of the Liberal Internationalist Compact

Scholars and policymakers alike tend to associate liberal internationalism with
multilateralism and international institutions.8 Liberal internationalism does
entail a commitment to multilateralism, but it also involves a commitment to
the use of U.S. military force. Indeed, it was the dual commitment to power
projection and international cooperation that distinguished liberal internation-
alism from earlier U.S. strategies.

From the United States’ emergence as a great power at the end of the nine-
teenth century until the 1940s, its political class favored power or cooperation,
but not the two together. Theodore Roosevelt preferred power, taking advan-
tage of a strengthened presidency to pursue an imperialist agenda—but one
whose ambition quickly outstripped political support for such expansionism.
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Woodrow Wilson favored cooperation, embracing the League of Nations and
collective security—but the Senate rejected this institutional commitment to
multilateralism. Franklin Delano Roosevelt, the architect of liberal internation-
alism, was the ªrst president to blend these two traditions.

Franklin Roosevelt’s coupling of power and partnership was perhaps most
evident in his so-called Great Design—his vision of a cooperative security sys-
tem in which China, Great Britain, the Soviet Union, and the United States
would form a consortium of great powers to manage collectively the postwar
order and put down threats to the peace.9 Roosevelt dubbed the system the
“Four Policemen,” envisaging a directorate that resembled the Concert of
Europe, which emerged after the defeat of Napoleonic France in 1815. By vir-
tue of its sheer power, the United States would be the ªrst among equals in
such a directorate, relying on its primacy to extend political and economic
inºuence.10 The Great Design, like the Concert of Europe, would embrace
a shared set of understandings and norms; territorial issues and political
disputes were to be resolved through consultation and compromise rather
than unilateral action. These ideas shaped Roosevelt’s diplomacy at the Yalta
Conference in 1945, and they found concrete expression in the United Nations
and the Bretton Woods system.

bipartisanship and liberal internationalism

Roosevelt’s approach to grand strategy was distinguished not just by the mar-
riage of power and cooperation, but also by the exceptional nature of the polit-
ical support it enjoyed in Washington and the polity at large. Indeed, the rise
of liberal internationalism in the United States corresponded with an unprece-
dented surge in bipartisan cooperation on matters of foreign affairs.11 As Fig-
ure 1 illustrates, the politics of foreign policy were deeply partisan prior to
World War II. In this respect, foreign policy was similar to domestic policy. In
the 1940s these trends began to change. Bipartisan cooperation increased
sharply on foreign policy and, to a lesser extent, on domestic policy. Between
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941 and the Tet Offensive in South
Vietnam in 1968, members of Congress reached across the aisle nearly three
out of every four times they voted on foreign policy legislation. In contrast, bi-
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partisanship occurred about half the time on domestic policy issues. To be
sure, partisan politics did not always stop at the water’s edge; Republicans
and Democrats often clashed over foreign aid and trade matters. Partisan
divisions, however, were sporadic and transitory. On the basic elements of
grand strategy—when military force should be used, the importance of inter-
national support, and the role of multilateral institutions—consensus was the
norm.

This bipartisan spirit was reºected in—and furthered by—the leadership of
Franklin Roosevelt. Roosevelt’s struggle to coax the United States from its
isolationist shell led him to pay careful attention to Wilson’s presidency and
the Senate’s rejection of the League of Nations. FDR was intent on avoid-
ing Wilson’s mistakes. Wilson’s agenda for collective security was deeply
partisan—playing to the interests of core Democratic constituencies while
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Figure 1. Bipartisanship in the U.S. Congress, 1898–1968
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ignoring the interests and ideological proclivities of Republicans.12 In con-
trast, Roosevelt ensured that the United Nations Charter was devoid of provi-
sions that might provoke Republican objections. He also sought to make
Republicans stakeholders in his foreign policy by appointing members of the
opposition to important foreign policy posts and working closely with
Wendell Willkie, the candidate he defeated in the 1940 election, to combat
isolationism.13

As Figure 1 demonstrates, bipartisan cooperation on foreign policy waned
after the close of World War II—but only temporarily. It revived with the onset
of the Cold War and the rise of the Soviet threat, with Democrats and Republi-
cans closing ranks around the liberal internationalist agenda launched under
Roosevelt’s watch. As a high-ranking State Department ofªcial put it in 1949,
“The end in view is to achieve agreement on a sound and publicly supported
policy. . . . Party discipline may rally adherents to one side or the other. But a
successful bipartisan foreign policy will make it virtually impossible for ‘mo-
mentous divisions’ to occur in our foreign affairs.”14 Republican Senator
Arthur Vandenberg, who had made the transition from isolationism to liberal
internationalism during World War II, wrote in 1950 that “‘bipartisan foreign
policy’ means a mutual effort, under our indispensable two-party system, to
unite our ofªcial voice at the water’s edge.”15

Harry Truman’s administration worked closely with lawmakers on Capitol
Hill to promote economic recovery, rearmament, and stability in Western
Europe. The Marshall Plan and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
both enjoyed broad bipartisan support. The United States took the lead in fash-
ioning the North Atlantic Treaty Organization and a host of other alliances,
bolstering these pacts with the forward deployment of U.S. troops. A ªerce
partisan battle over Truman’s management of the Korean War did break out
during the 82d Congress (1951–52), but even that dispute was short-lived. As
Figure 1 makes clear, bipartisanship returned with the armistice of 1953. The
bipartisan consensus behind the compact between power and partnership was
then to extend until the late 1960s, when it began to be sorely tested by the
Vietnam War.
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The bipartisanship nurtured by Roosevelt, and sustained by his successors,
was intimately linked to the rise of liberal internationalism for three main rea-
sons. First, bipartisanship made possible the political entrepreneurship needed
to launch liberal internationalism. A U.S. commitment to power and partner-
ship represented a dramatic departure in foreign policy, opening its backers to
criticism from the left and right. So too was institutionalized multilateralism a
novelty for the United States. Politicians eyeing the next election could hardly
count on public support for the projection of U.S. power during peacetime.
Liberal internationalism’s supporters were thus assuming signiªcant political
risks, making bipartisanship a necessary condition for its domestic viability.
Only if both parties agreed to hold their ªre would lawmakers be prepared to
embrace such a far-reaching shift in policy.

Second, inasmuch as liberal internationalism is both “internationalist” and
“liberal,” its implementation required broad institutional support, not just
strong leadership by the executive branch. The projection of U.S. power neces-
sitated that members of Congress were prepared to accept the maintenance of
a large military establishment, a sizable defense budget, and the potential
sacriªce of U.S. lives in distant missions—three planks that had been long re-
sisted by isolationists and had served as sources of protracted partisan conºict
in the past. In similar fashion, committing the United States to collective secu-
rity pacts, alliances, and multilateral economic institutions depended on Sen-
ate ratiªcation—a requirement that unilateralists had regularly used to block
U.S. participation in pacts and treaties, including the League of Nations. That
Senate ratiªcation requires a two-thirds majority makes liberal international-
ism particularly dependent upon bipartisanship. Even when a single party
controls the White House and has a majority in Congress, it regularly needs
help from the opposition to ratify treaties.

Third, bipartisanship proved critical to the implementation of liberal inter-
nationalism because it provided for constancy and continuity in foreign policy
even as elections shifted power from one party to the other. During the nine-
teenth century and the ªrst half of the twentieth, U.S. foreign policy regularly
lurched among stark alternatives as control over Congress and the White
House changed hands.16 In contrast, liberal internationalism was embraced
by Republican and Democratic administrations alike, giving it remarkable
staying power. Had it not been for the new bipartisanship on foreign policy,
liberal internationalism would have been unlikely to outlast Roosevelt and the
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Republican capture of Congress after World War II.17 Bipartisanship turned
liberal internationalism from a ºeeting idea into a durable grand strategy.

Bipartisanship was thus essential to liberal internationalism’s birth as well
as its maintenance. The coalition of Democrats and Republicans ªrst cobbled
together by Roosevelt was its political base, and remained so during the Cold
War. In this respect, the fortunes of the liberal internationalist compact were
directly linked to the strength of the bipartisan center in U.S. politics and, as
we show in the next section, the international and domestic circumstances that
gave rise to it.

the geopolitical sources of liberal internationalism

From the outbreak of World War II until the collapse of the Soviet Union, the
presence of powerful aggressor states encouraged strong domestic support for
a compact between power and cooperation. Even before the United States en-
tered World War II, many of the country’s leading strategic thinkers (e.g.,
Isaiah Bowman, Edward Mead Earle, and Nicholas John Spykman) had con-
cluded that distance was no longer a reliable guarantee of the nation’s secu-
rity.18 Instead, the United States would have to prevent any single power or
group of powers from establishing control over the Eurasian heartland and
rimland—the huge landmass extending from Iberia to Siberia. Doing so would
require not just the projection of U.S. military power, but also the consensual
help of allies that shared the United States’ strategic priorities.

The same intuition about the beneªts of linking power and partnership lay
at the heart of Truman’s strategy of containment. The United States alone did
not have sufªcient economic and military resources to check the threat posed
by Soviet and Chinese expansionism. Allies would be required to supply the
troops needed to balance Soviet and Chinese power and to provide staging ar-
eas to deploy U.S. forces across the geographic expanse of Eurasia. The United
States also needed a global network of alliances for political reasons—to shore
up the Western democracies and their partners in Asia and the third world by
ensuring that these states did not drift toward neutrality or, worse, align with
the opposing bloc.19
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The effort to establish a liberal economic order was driven by geopolitical as
well as economic imperatives. U.S. elites believed that economic nationalism
and mercantilist trade policies had helped set the great powers on the path to
World War II—hence the need for an open trading system that would bene-
ªt all democracies and counter the logic of zero-sum competition.20 In addi-
tion, only if U.S. allies in Europe and Asia enjoyed a speedy and robust
economic recovery would they be able to withstand the military and ideologi-
cal threat posed by Soviet communism. Justifying economic aid for European
recovery on geopolitical rather than humanitarian grounds was key to win-
ning Republican support for the Marshall Plan.21 The reduction of impedi-
ments to trade, the ªnancial institutions fashioned at Bretton Woods, and
foreign aid all became central planks of the liberal internationalist agenda.

The Cold War also exercised a disciplining effect on U.S. politics. As
during World War II, strategic necessity was invoked to tame partisan games-
manship.22 By identifying liberal internationalism with anticommunism,
Truman and his successors made it politically treacherous for Democrats and
Republicans alike to pursue alternative policies. The fear of being labeled soft
on communism weaned politicians away from Henry Wallace’s version of
Wilsonianism as well as Robert Taft’s more isolationist agenda. At the same
time, the nuclear era made unacceptable the potential consequences of reck-
lessness or belligerence, keeping politicians from straying too far to the right.
When politicians ignored the need for centrism—as did George McGovern on
the left and Barry Goldwater on the right—they paid dearly at the polls.

the domestic sources of liberal internationalism

By the 1940s, conditions inside as well as outside the United States were ripe
for the onset of an era of bipartisanship. The task of building broad support for
liberal internationalism was signiªcantly advanced by profound changes in
the country’s political landscape that had opened up new opportunities for bi-
partisan cooperation. Roosevelt occupied the White House at a moment in
“political time,” to use presidential scholar Stephen Skowronek’s felicitous
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phrase, when domestic as well as international circumstances made “going bi-
partisan” in foreign policy an attractive political strategy for Democrats and
Republicans alike.23 The convergence of foreign policy interests between the
country’s northern and southern states and the dampening of ideological dif-
ferences among elites and the public played important roles in consolidating
liberal internationalism.

the north-south alliance. By the end of World War II, a combination of
wartime spending, international trade, and industrialization had brought
about a major shift in the regional alignments underpinning U.S. foreign pol-
icy.24 For decades, the North and South had differed sharply over foreign trade
and the size of the U.S. military. The Republican North supported a stronger
military and protectionist policies toward Europe, invariably running afoul of
the Democratic South, which favored a smaller military establishment and the
liberalization of trade. By the interwar period, however, rapid industrializa-
tion had transformed the United States into the world’s leading economic
power. The urban Northeast was the primary beneªciary of the economic ex-
pansion. By the time Roosevelt took ofªce in 1933, the Northeast’s rising posi-
tion in the world economy was increasing the region’s support for economic
openness and giving it a direct interest in the prosperity and stability of
Europe, its main export market. After the trying times of the Depression years,
the North was coming to favor a more activist role for the United States in
liberalizing and stabilizing the international system.

As northern support for liberal internationalism increased, so did opportu-
nities for political alliance with the South. Southern elites had their own rea-
sons for backing the liberal internationalist compact. Loyalty to Roosevelt and
the Democratic Party certainly played a role. But economic interests were par-
amount. The South’s export of raw materials was still the mainstay of its econ-
omy. Southern dependence on international stability and open markets readily
translated into support for multilateral institutions such as the United Nations
and the Bretton Woods system, which promised to check aggression and pre-
vent the spread of economic nationalism. Meanwhile, military bases and sup-
porting enterprises sprouted throughout the South. A commitment to a foreign
policy that combined power and cooperation was now as good for the “martial
metropolises” of the South as it was for the urban Northeast.

Converging economic interests were not the only source of the new North-
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South alliance. The Democratic Party, long based in the South, beneªted from
the ºow of southerners to the North’s factories, as well as the party’s growing
appeal to northern voters. For the ªrst time, the party had a foothold in the
North, enabling it to span the Mason-Dixon line. Democrats in the North and
South disagreed sharply about civil rights and labor regulation.25 But they
nonetheless found common cause in the ªght against economic nationalism,
fascism, and communism. This North-South consensus within the Democratic
Party paved the way for the sweeping changes in U.S. foreign policy orches-
trated by Roosevelt and Truman, and then embraced by their successors.

Republicans approached liberal internationalism more tentatively, with the
party divided along East-West lines. Dwight Eisenhower (and later Richard
Nixon) had to balance the competing interests of the party’s eastern wing,
which had embraced liberal internationalism, against its western wing in the
Great Plains and Mountain West, which had not. This divergence was due in
part to western fears of competition from overseas producers of cheap agricul-
tural goods and raw materials. The western wing was also concerned about
expenditures on foreign assistance and defense—outlays that bestowed dis-
proportionate beneªts on the Northeast and South.26 Until Ronald Reagan’s
administration, this intraparty divide compelled Republican leaders to favor
liberal internationalism “lite.” They looked for ways to limit the cost of main-
taining order and openness on the Eurasian landmass by substituting, where
possible, allies for arms. Eisenhower presided over the construction of multi-
lateral alliances along the Sino-Soviet perimeter, such as the Southeast Asian
Treaty Organization and the Central Treaty Organization, while Nixon sought
to reduce the costs of containment through various means, including the open-
ing to China, the nurturing of “regional policemen” such as Iran, and arms
control with the Soviets.

Republican support for liberal internationalism was thus consistently
more qualiªed than Democratic support. The Republican rank and ªle was
divided over the virtues of free trade, military spending (at least on conven-
tional weapons), and presidential prerogative in making foreign policy.27
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Republicans in the heartland competed with their “Rockefeller” brethren in
the East for control of the party’s foreign policy agenda. Nonetheless, liberal
internationalism had sufªcient backing within the Republican Party as a
whole to clear the way for a sustainable bipartisan consensus—regardless of
which party held the White House and Congress.

the rise of the moderates. In 1950 a committee of the American Political
Science Association (APSA) published a report bemoaning the apolitical
nature of party politics in the United States, arguing that the absence of ideo-
logical differences between Democrats and Republicans was stunting national
debate.28 It is not surprising that the APSA committee reached this judgment
about the state of U.S. politics. The post–World War II electoral landscape was
considerably less polarized than before along regional as well as socioeco-
nomic lines—remarkably so, given that class had initially been the principal
axis along which the politics of the New Deal was organized. But as V.O. Key
explained, and the seminal study The American Voter later conªrmed, class had
declined as the deªning feature of political parties after World War II.29

The rapid economic expansion fueled by the war and the postwar boom was
the most important reason for this change. As it often does, economic growth
acted like a political balm, easing the class tensions sparked by the Depression
and making it easier for the country’s political leaders to ªnd common ground
on foreign as well as domestic policy.30 Looking back on the period, Walter
Dean Burnham wrote, “The period since 1950 may legitimately be described as
one of great confusion in American party politics, a period in which the classic
New Deal alignment seems to have evaporated without being replaced by an
equally structured ordering of politics.”31

The narrowing of ideological differences thus accompanied the decline of re-
gion and class as important political dividing lines. Indeed, by the end of the
Eisenhower era the emergence of a pragmatic, moderate center had prompted
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Harvard sociologist Daniel Bell to pronounce “the end of ideology.”32 On
Capitol Hill, this development manifested itself in the rise of a “moderate
bloc”—a group of lawmakers who were more likely to vote with the opposing
party than their own. Conservative Democrats (mostly from the South) regu-
larly aligned with Republicans as part of the so-called Conservative Coalition,
while liberal Republicans (mostly from the eastern seaboard) reached out to
the left, aligning with northern Democrats. Figure 2 reveals just how substan-
tial a presence moderates were in Congress by the 1950s. The unusually cen-
trist character of U.S. politics after World War II helped consolidate the
bipartisan foreign policy compact between power and cooperation.33

Public opinion for the most part tracked elite opinion. On the critical foreign
policy question of the era—how to deal with the Soviet Union—Republicans
and Democrats generally saw eye to eye. As Figure 3 indicates, from the 1948
Berlin Blockade through the escalation of the Vietnam War, Republican and
Democratic voters shared much common ground on the appropriate mix of
military power and diplomacy needed to counter the Soviet threat. Some years
the public favored more sticks than carrots; other years, voters preferred
greater reliance on negotiation. Nonetheless, partisan afªliation had little im-
pact on preferences; shifts in popular attitudes did not run along party lines.

Moreover, voters from both parties embraced the idea that power as well as
diplomacy were needed to navigate the geopolitical shoals of superpower ri-
valry, an embrace that reºected the public’s willingness to support both de-
fense spending and arms control during the Cold War era.34 Public backing
for power projection and collaboration also helps explain why Republican
and Democratic administrations alike consistently sought to strike a balance
between preventing communist expansion and taking actions that risked trig-
gering a confrontation with the Soviet Union.

The Demise of the Liberal Internationalist Compact

Despite its impressive political foundations, the liberal internationalist com-
pact did not survive the Cold War’s end. Many scholars have chronicled the
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erosion of liberal internationalism in the United States—and most attribute it
to the presidency of George W. Bush.35 According to its numerous critics, the
Bush administration’s skeptical attitude toward international institutions, its
belief in the order-producing effects of the assertive use of military force, and
its combative approach to neutralizing domestic opponents have all taken
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Figure 2. “Moderate Bloc” in the U.S. Congress, 1898–1968

SOURCE: Calculated from Keith Poole and Howard Rosenthal nominate score data, http://

voteview.uh.edu/.
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their toll on liberal internationalism. Although this interpretation is partly cor-
rect, the liberal internationalist compact started coming apart well before Bush
took ofªce. Indeed, by the 2000 elections, the bipartisan coalition behind lib-
eral internationalism was already in serious disarray.

The roots of liberal internationalism’s demise stretch back to the 1970s and
the sharp ideological conºicts over foreign policy that emerged during the
Vietnam War. While many Americans remained staunch proponents of the
militarized containment of Soviet communism, many others began to charge
that the United States had fallen prey to errant leadership, exaggerated threats,
and the excessive use of U.S. power. High levels of defense spending and the
extension of Cold War rivalry to the developing world no longer enjoyed
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Figure 3. Polarization in the U.S. Electorate over Soviet Threat, 1948–68

SOURCE: National Election Studies survey data, http://www.electionstudies.org.

NOTE: This figure is based on questions from various National Election Study (NES) surveys

asking respondents whether the United States should take a more cooperative or a more

confrontational stance toward Soviet power and communism: 1948 (variable V480043);

1952 (V520055); 1956 (V560050); 1960 (V600064); 1964 (V640347); and 1968

(V680100). Respondents were asked to place themselves on a three- or five-point scale,

with 1 indicating a more cooperative stance toward the Soviets. The partisan spread refers

to the mean party difference: the greater it is, the farther apart Republican and Democratic

voters were on the question posed in the study. In 1952 NES did not ask a question deal-

ing with the Soviet Union. In its place, we used a question concerning how Washington

should respond to Chinese intervention in the Korean War. See American National Election

Studies (ANES), “Questions Asked in ANES Surveys,” 1950s and 1960s question file,

http://www.electionstudies.org/resources/questions/questions.htm.



steady, bipartisan support. Most Republicans and Democrats continued to
back peacetime military deployments in Western Europe and East Asia, and
they stood behind an open international economy. But beginning in the 1970s,
even these fundamental tenets of liberal internationalism were open to chal-
lenge on Capitol Hill. Lawmakers on the left tried to curb the use of U.S. mili-
tary power, while their conservative counterparts looked for ways to reduce
the nation’s reliance on international institutions and multilateral diplomacy.36

The intensiªcation of the U.S.-Soviet rivalry during the 1980s bolstered
ºagging support for the liberal internationalist compact. Liberal international-
ism, however, never fully recovered from the political divides produced by the
Vietnam War, the Civil Rights movement, and the duress caused by the eco-
nomic downturn of the 1970s. As Figure 4 indicates, despite a temporary in-
crease in the early Reagan years, bipartisanship over foreign policy never
returned to the levels of the 1950s and 1960s. The incomplete restoration of bi-
partisanship in part reºected conºicting judgments about the gravity of the
geopolitical risks posed by nuclear parity and the more assertive turn in Soviet
foreign policy. But conditions at home had also changed: the Vietnam War left
behind the scars of a divided nation; Ronald Reagan was a polarizing presi-
dent; and the North-South alliance of the Roosevelt era was giving way to new
tensions between the increasingly Republican South and the increasingly
Democratic North.

The liberal internationalist compact, although it began to erode in the 1970s
and was only partly repaired in the 1980s, did not meet its demise until
the end of the Cold War. Partisan divisions over the 1991 Persian Gulf War
were a harbinger of a widening foreign policy gap between Republicans and
Democrats. Partisan differences arose as the war approached; the Senate au-
thorized the use of military force to expel the Iraqi army from Kuwait by only
a slim margin—52 to 47—with the vote breaking primarily along party lines.
Nonetheless, the norms of liberal internationalism prevailed in terms of both
the conduct of the war and public support for it. President George H.W. Bush
sought and received the authorization of the UN Security Council “to use all
necessary means . . . to restore international peace and security in the area.”37

More than 70 percent of the U.S. public supported Operation Desert Storm
once it began—in part because the war enjoyed broad international backing.
Almost forty nations contributed ground, sea, or air forces, with foreign coun-
tries committing some 200,000 personnel to the conºict. Coalition allies also
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made signiªcant ªnancial contributions, covering $54 billion of the total cost of
$61 billion.

Bush, however, could not translate military success into either re-election or
consensus. The partisan divisions that arose in the face of deªnitive victory in
1991 proved more lasting than the partisanship fueled by setbacks in Korea
some forty years earlier. As Figure 4 shows, bipartisanship dropped sig-
niªcantly during the ªrst half of the 1990s, reaching a post–World War II low
in the 104th Congress (1996–97). As the Senate minority leader, Tom Daschle,
noted in 1996, “The Cold War exerted a powerful hold on America, and it
forced the parties to work together to advance American interests through bi-
partisan internationalism. . . . The tragedy is that such cooperation increasingly
seems an artifact of the past.”38

Democrats more regularly identiªed with one half of the liberal interna-
tionalist compact—partnership—while playing down the other—power. Bill
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Figure 4. Bipartisanship in the U.S. Congress, 1970–2004

SOURCE: Adapted from Peter Trubowitz and Nicole Mellow, “Going Bipartisan: Politics by
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Clinton’s administration only hesitantly embraced the assertive use of the U.S.
military. It promptly withdrew from Somalia in 1993 after U.S. personnel suf-
fered fatalities. The Clinton White House also consistently sought to limit the
risk to U.S. forces by relying primarily on air power when using force—as in
the high-altitude bombing campaign used to drive Yugoslav forces from
Kosovo in 1999. Meanwhile, international institutions and treaties fast became
the stuff of partisan conºict, especially after the Republican Party captured
control of Congress in 1994. The Clinton administration dragged its feet on the
International Criminal Court and the Kyoto Protocol, but eventually sup-
ported U.S. participation in both. Congress, however, was not enthusiastic
about either pact.39 Clinton sent the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty to the Sen-
ate, where Republicans promptly voted it down. He turned to multilateralism
to bring peace to Kosovo, but the Republican-controlled House refused to pass
a resolution endorsing the NATO campaign. Instead, Republicans claimed that
the Clinton administration’s penchant for multilateralism was compromising
U.S. sovereignty. As John Bolton, who would become undersecretary of state
and then UN ambassador in the George W. Bush administration, wrote toward
the end of the Clinton administration, “globalists” were imposing “harm and
costs to the United States . . . [by] belittling our popular sovereignty and con-
stitutionalism, and restricting both our domestic and our international policy
ºexibility and power.”40

If Clinton tilted toward international partnership, George W. Bush veered
sharply toward military power. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld prom-
ised a “revolution” in the country’s war-ªghting capabilities and, especially af-
ter September 11, the Pentagon’s budget soared.41 With both the White House
and the Congress in Republican hands, Bush gave multilateral cooperation
and international institution building short shrift. Soon after entering ofªce,
Bush renounced the Kyoto Protocol, the International Criminal Court, and the
Antiballistic Missile Treaty. He declined offers of NATO involvement in the
war against the Taliban in Afghanistan, and then went to war in Iraq without
UN authorization and with only a handful of allies. Through much of his ªrst
term, Bush and his top advisers were openly dismissive of international insti-
tutions and multilateralism.
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President Bush’s unilateralism exacerbated partisan tensions at home, as did
his governing style. During the 2000 presidential campaign, Bush had prom-
ised to govern as “a uniter, not a divider.”42 Once in ofªce, however, he consis-
tently tacked away from the center, urged by his political advisers to exploit
rather than repair partisan differences. His chief pollster had declared in a
memo that the once vaunted center of U.S. electoral politics had collapsed and
political strategies aimed at capturing it would backªre.43 The underlying
logic of the memo was that the most effective policies would be polarizing
ones—those designed to mobilize the Republican Party’s base.

Even after September 11, with the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq creating a
need for national unity, Bush subordinated consensus building to wedge poli-
tics. Whereas Franklin Roosevelt and his successors sought to foster biparti-
sanship in foreign policy, the Bush administration used foreign policy as a tool
of partisan warfare, especially at election time. In the 2004 presidential elec-
tion, Bush focused his campaign on the threat of terrorism, charging that the
country would “invite disaster” if the Democrats were to win.44 Vice President
Richard Cheney pursued the same critique of the opposition, warning, “If we
make the wrong choice [of candidates], then the danger is that we’ll get hit
again.”45 Following the election, the Economist concluded that “America is
more bitterly divided than it has been for a generation.”46 The rhetoric contin-
ued in the 2006 midterm elections, with Bush insinuating that a Democratic
victory would mean “the terrorists win and America loses.”47

Despite the backdrop of September 11 and the wars that followed, parti-
sanship in U.S. politics intensiªed. Instead of ushering in an era of revived
political cooperation, the terrorist attacks produced only a brief upturn in bi-
partisanship. During the 108th Congress (2003–04), voting on foreign policy re-
turned to the pre–September 11 pattern. And by the time the Democrats took
back the House and Senate in the 2006 midterms, the gap had only widened.
When the 110th Congress took its ªrst votes on the Iraq War, only 17 of 201
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Republicans in the House joined the Democrats to oppose the surge of U.S.
troops into Baghdad. In the Senate, only 2 Republicans joined the Democrats
to approve a resolution calling for a timetable for withdrawal. In contrast, 95
percent of House and Senate Democrats voted to withdraw U.S. troops in
2008. According to one widely used index, Congress is more politically frac-
tious and polarized today than at any time in the last 100 years.48

the geopolitical sources of liberal internationalism’s decline

It is no accident that bipartisanship and liberal internationalism weakened as
the Cold War faded into the past. The presence of a nuclear-armed competitor
promoted strategic restraint, encouraged Washington to develop the rules and
frameworks needed to sustain cooperation among the Western allies, and
made it imperative for American ofªcials to win support at home and abroad
for U.S. leadership. Unipolarity provides a very different set of geopolitical
and domestic incentives.49 The absence of a counterpoise to the United States
has left U.S. power unchecked. During the 1990s, unquestioned primacy and
the sense of invulnerability that came with it weakened both sides of the com-
pact between power and partnership. The U.S. defense budget shrank; absent
the Soviet threat, the country could afford to lighten its load overseas and reap
a peace dividend. Unipolarity also meant greater ambivalence toward multi-
lateralism. The United States could now shirk off some of the constraining in-
stitutional obligations it had assumed amid the Cold War.

While unipolarity afforded the United States the geopolitical freedom that
fueled neo-isolationist and unilateralist alternatives to liberal internationalism,
it also weakened the perceived need for political discipline and bipartisan co-
operation. The priority assigned to matters of national security declined, and
public indifference to foreign policy increased, leaving politicians more free to
expose foreign policy to partisan purpose.50 During the Clinton years, impor-
tant ambassadorial posts were left vacant because the Republicans refused to
conªrm the president’s nominees. The Senate preferred to vote down the
Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty rather than let the White House withdraw it
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from consideration. As Republican Senator Chuck Hagel explained such ob-
structions, “What this is about on the Republican side is a deep dislike and dis-
trust for President Clinton.”51 The public’s diminishing interest in matters of
state both fueled and was the product of elite indifference. Media coverage of
foreign affairs plunged. The time allocated to international news by the main
television networks fell by more than 65 percent between 1989 and 2000. The
space devoted to international news in the mainstream print media experi-
enced a similar decline.52

Even with the new sense of threat that emerged after September 11, unipol-
arity continued to favor unilateralism. The United States felt strong enough to
deal with Islamic extremists on its own, turning down NATO’s offer of help in
Afghanistan and invading Iraq with only a few allies in tow. The Bush admin-
istration and many of its supporters judged traditional allies such as France
and Germany as strategic impediments, their opposition to the Iraq War stem-
ming from their desire to contain U.S. power.53 The difªculties that the United
States has since encountered in bringing stability to Afghanistan and Iraq have
made clear that the Bush administration overestimated both the merits of
unilateralism and the utility of superior military force. During his second term,
President Bush has been more solicitous of allies and more willing to engage in
multilateral diplomacy. During 2007 Washington concluded a deal with North
Korea to close down its nuclear program and agreed to negotiate directly with
Iran. But these moves represent tactical adjustments in the face of dwindling
alternatives, not a return to bipartisanship or the liberal internationalist fold.

terrorism and the false promise of unity. Many scholars expected the
events of September 11 to restore Washington’s enthusiasm for partnership at
home and abroad.54 And as we have shown above, in the immediate aftermath
of the September 11 attacks, bipartisanship did increase. It dropped off again
by 2003, however, with partisan differences emerging over a range of foreign
policy matters, including the war in Iraq, the “global war on terrorism,”
and defense spending priorities. Underlying changes in the U.S. political
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landscape, which we detail below, were the most potent impediments to the
durable reconstitution of a bipartisan center. But the nature of the new threat—
Islamic extremism and transnational terrorism rather than Soviet communism
and interstate war—also stood in the way of the return of the liberal interna-
tionalist compact after September 11.

Unlike the threat posed by an expansionist power, the threat posed
by international terrorism is sporadic and elusive. The most effective coun-
termeasures include law enforcement, intelligence gathering, and covert
operations—activities that entail bureaucratic coordination, but not national
mobilization. The greatest successes are nonevents that go unreported: terror-
ist attacks that are averted or never planned. The country is ostensibly at war,
but Americans are not being asked to head to recruiting stations or man pro-
duction lines. The nation is not collectively involved in the struggle as it was
during World War II or the Cold War. In these respects, the ªght against terror-
ism does not readily inspire a sense of shared national purpose and sacriªce.

Terrorism has encouraged multilateralism, but only on a limited number of
policy items—such as sharing intelligence, cooperating on law enforcement,
and freezing the terrorists’ sources of ªnancial support. On the central ques-
tion of military response, terrorism, unlike Soviet expansionism, has tended to
provoke unilateral retaliation rather than new institutions, multilateral diplo-
macy, or joint military action. The United States chose to be largely on its own
when it invaded Afghanistan and Iraq. Israel has faced terror strikes on its ter-
ritory for decades, but it has been alone when it responds. The same is true for
Britain and its struggle against the Irish Republican Army, and for France and
its ªght against terrorists from North Africa and the Middle East.55 This pat-
tern of unilateral response arises from the military requirements of counterter-
rorist operations. Missions against terrorist networks usually entail special
operations and covert action, both of which demand unity of command and
close-hold planning.

Historical precedents also suggest that the threat of Islamic extremism may
over time lead Americans to raise protective barriers at home, rather than to
project military power abroad or reinforce multilateral institutions. Terrorism,
after all, helped convince Britain and France to retreat from the Middle East
and other areas where they were not welcome. And prior to September 11, it is
notable that the United States generally reacted to terrorist attacks on its over-
seas assets by pulling them out—as in Beirut in 1983, Somalia in 1993, and
Yemen in 2000.56 In the aftermath of the chaos and violence that have wracked
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Afghanistan and Iraq since the U.S. invasions, Americans may conclude that
the best way to guarantee security at home is by cordoning the country off
from trouble in the Middle East. Most of the countries that joined the U.S.-led
effort to bring stability to Iraq have already withdrawn their troops. It is not in-
conceivable that the NATO-led coalition in Afghanistan will similarly unravel
in the face of mounting casualties and insufªcient progress in bringing stabil-
ity to the country.

globalization and international cooperation. Some scholars argue
that a different aspect of the international setting—globalization—provides
strong incentives for Democrats and Republicans alike to return to liberal in-
ternationalism. According to John Ikenberry, “As global economic interdepen-
dence grows, so does the need for multilateral coordination of policies.”57

Combating climate change, advancing global health, and preventing genocide
are other challenges that provide Washington good reason to pursue
programmatic collaboration with like-minded states. As the Princeton Project
on National Security concludes, the United States should create “institutions
and partnerships that give liberal democracies the collective capacities to pro-
tect themselves and solve common problems, both within and alongside exist-
ing international institutions.”58

It is the case that interdependence and the growth resulting from foreign
trade and investment have helped sustain the United States’ enthusiasm for
economic openness and its support for multilateral trade and investment re-
gimes. Globalization is no guarantee of greater international cooperation,
however. Indeed, as the protectionism and economic nationalism of the inter-
war period made clear, interdependence can have the opposite effect amid
sharp downturns in the international economy. In the United States, the dislo-
cations associated with outsourcing, current account and budget deªcits, and
higher oil prices are already strengthening protectionist impulses across
the political spectrum.59 As for global warming, the United States opted out of
the Kyoto Protocol, the main multilateral regime erected to contain the emis-
sion of greenhouse gases. And even if Washington signs on to the successor
framework to the Kyoto Protocol, collaborative efforts to cut emissions—or, for
that matter, ªnd an AIDS vaccine—would not constitute the programmatic in-
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vestment in institution building that is central to the liberal internationalist
agenda.

On the military front, Washington has been forthright in assessing the sever-
ity of crises in the developing world. But such assessments did not translate
into forceful efforts to stop the genocide in Rwanda in 1994, nor have they
halted the killing in Darfur today. In these cases, U.S. interests have not been
sufªciently salient to drive either the generous deployment of U.S. power or
the fashioning of effective partnerships. And even if a combination of U.S.
power and multilateral leadership would provide the optimal response to
such challenges, many domestic obstacles stand in the way of the liberal inter-
nationalist compact.

the domestic sources of liberal internationalism’s decline

As with the rise of liberal internationalism, its demise was the product of do-
mestic as well as international circumstances. Indeed, when historians look
back on this period, they may well judge domestic developments as more deci-
sive than geopolitical ones in explaining liberal internationalism’s demise. Im-
portant shifts inside the United States—shifts that began before the collapse of
the Soviet empire—have weakened the bipartisan foundations of liberal inter-
nationalism and politicized the making of U.S. foreign policy.

the return of regional divides. The United States is today experiencing
the return of important regional divides; partisan differences are again run-
ning along regional lines, making it more difªcult to sustain a centrist coali-
tion.60 The most signiªcant development in regional alignments has been the
shift of the South into the Republicans’ electoral column. Once the core of the
Democratic Party, the South is now the Republican Party’s main regional
power base. At the end of World War II, the Democrats “owned” virtually
every southern seat in Congress. In the 1970s and 1980s, Republicans made
signiªcant gains in the South. By the mid-1990s, they had captured a majority
of the South’s congressional seats, and their hold on the region has only
strengthened since.61
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The Republican drive into Dixie was actually part of a two-pronged “south-
ern strategy” aimed at the West as well as the South.62 The strategy was effec-
tive. By the time of Bush’s run for the presidency in 2000, the party had a
virtual lock on the geographic zone that Republican political strategists called
the “Big L”—the states stretching from Montana south to Arizona and east to
Georgia. Moderate “Rockefeller” Republicans from the Northeast have all
but disappeared from the party caucus, paving the way for a conservative
takeover. Meanwhile, Democrats in Congress increasingly hail from liberal
states in the Northeast and along the Paciªc Coast. The states of New
England, whose congressional delegations used to be heterogeneous in
their partisan composition, have become a Democratic bastion. As conserva-
tive Democrats in the South have gradually lost their seats to Republicans, the
Democratic caucus has moved farther to the left.

These regional realignments pose formidable obstacles to bipartisanship.
From the 1950s to the 1980s, the delegations that states sent to Congress were
heterogeneous in their partisan makeup. So were the regional coalitions that
formed on Capitol Hill on foreign policy matters. In the last twenty years, con-
gressional delegations have become more politically homogeneous, making it
more difªcult to build coalitions that cut across partisan and regional divides.

Economic trends have expedited a divergence of interest and outlook across
regions and have reinforced the efforts of both parties to secure territorial
strongholds. Even before the Berlin Wall came down, higher tax rates, labor
costs, and energy prices in the Northeast and Midwest made it harder for
elected ofªcials from states in those regions to ªnd common ground on foreign
and domestic policy with lawmakers from the South and Mountain West, who
had competing economic concerns. The uneven effects of globalization during
the 1990s exacerbated regional economic disparities and tensions.63 The
outsourcing of U.S. jobs hit the aging industrial centers of the North especially
hard. Well-paying, unionized jobs in manufacturing were the ªrst to be lost
as production lines were moved abroad and cheap imports arrived from low-
wage economies. Once the leading edge of liberal internationalism, the
Northeast and Midwest have been at the forefront of recent efforts to rein in
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the United States’ commitment to free trade.64 Winning support on Capitol
Hill for the liberalization of foreign trade now depends on the backing of con-
gressional delegations from Red states in the South and Mountain West.

The South and the West have also provided the surest support for foreign
policies that put a premium on military power. Some analysts attribute these
regional differences to strategic subcultures: southerners are said to be more
nationalistic and less willing to accept the constraints on national autonomy
that accompany institutionalized multilateralism.65 Whatever the merits of
such claims, changes in the economic and political geography of military
spending and production have made it harder for politicians from different
parts of the country to agree on national security policy.66 Since the 1970s,
Pentagon spending on military procurement and research and develop-
ment has beneªted the South and West at the expense of the Northeast and
Midwest, contributing to the decline of the manufacturing sector in the
North.67 In addition, Southern and Western states that make up the so-called
gunbelt have consistently received a larger share of the resources spent on mil-
itary bases and personnel.

Demographic developments have also contributed to partisan and regional
cleavages. Recent immigration and population movements inside the United
States have combined to produce a more politically balkanized country—what
demographer William Frey calls the “two Americas.”68 One America is multi-
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racial and multiethnic. It is based in the metropolitan areas along the East and
West coasts and in the Great Lakes region, the preferred destinations for many
immigrants making their way to U.S. shores from less developed regions of
the world. These communities are largely liberal and Democratic. The other
America, largely white and from working- or middle-class backgrounds, is
also on the move, leaving the multiracial urban centers of the rustbelt and
heading to the growing sunbelt economies of the South and Mountain West,
where electoral reapportionment magniªes their political weight. These com-
munities are growing more conservative and Republican. As each of the “two
Americas” becomes more homogeneous, the political gap between them
widens, adding to the impediments facing bipartisan cooperation.

moderates: a dwindling breed. During the 1950s, authoritative voices
complained that the absence of substantive differences between the two main
political parties was leaving the United States without adequate deliberation
and choice. At present, the prevalent worry is that Democrats and Republicans
share little, if any, common ground on the main domestic and foreign policy is-
sues of the day, leaving the country divided and adrift. The Council on Foreign
Relations saw ªt to issue a report calling for urgent efforts to rebuild a biparti-
san consensus on foreign policy.69 A group of foreign policy luminaries from
both parties founded the Partnership for a Secure America with the primary
aim of “recreating the bipartisan center in American national security and for-
eign policy.”70 Congress mandated the formation of the Iraq Study Group to
forge a policy on Iraq that might enjoy support from both sides of the aisle. As
one of the co-chairs, James Baker, commented after presenting the group’s ªnal
report to President Bush, “This is the only bipartisan report that’s going to be
out there.”71

The concerns of these groups and others like them are entirely justiªed; the
political center in the United States has effectively collapsed. Conservative
Democrats and liberal Republicans are a dying breed. The gap between the
parties has widened; both are veering away from the ideological commonali-
ties upon which the bipartisan center was based during the Cold War.72 Many
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of the most conservative Democrats in Congress used to be more conservative
than the most liberal Republicans. But this overlap has all but disappeared,
making it harder to fashion the pragmatic compromises that long sustained
liberal internationalism.73 As Figure 5 makes clear, the collapse of the moder-
ates began before the end of the Cold War, but it accelerated in the 1990s,
driven by the Republican takeover of Congress and the leadership of House
Speaker Newt Gingrich. Not since the 1920s have so few lawmakers consis-
tently identiªed themselves with the political center. Pragmatism, so vital to
liberal internationalism, has given way to ideological extremism.

The Red versus Blue divide both reºects and accelerates this erosion of ideo-
logical centrism. As Red America becomes more conservative and Blue Amer-
ica more liberal, the parties that represent these two regions grow further apart
ideologically. Congressional redistricting has made matters worse by creating
many more safe seats than there were in the past. Partisan gerrymandering is
nothing new; parties have long used it to try to lock up competitive or swing
districts. But gerrymandering has turned into a regularized mechanism for
protecting the incumbent party, thereby encouraging ideological conformity
and party-line voting while discouraging bipartisan cooperation. When con-
stituencies tilt heavily toward one party, candidates have little reason to adopt
centrist positions to appeal to swing voters and independents.74 Once lawmak-
ers are in ofªce, the relatively homogeneous makeup of their electoral base
gives them few incentives to reach out across the aisle. Redistricting has thus
diminished the political demand for and the payoffs of bipartisanship.75

The sharpening of socioeconomic cleavages is contributing to the ideological
polarization that increasingly ªnds expression in partisan competition.76 For
many Americans, wages have not kept pace with inºation. U.S. workers his-
torically received roughly three-quarters of corporate income, but since 2001
they have received only one-quarter of the increase in corporate income.77 The
rich have been getting richer, while the working class has been losing ground.
Pressure from Americans disadvantaged by globalization has been one of the
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reasons some Democratic lawmakers have been backing away from support
for free trade, breaking with the Republicans on this issue and undermining
one of the last remaining policy planks of the liberal internationalist compact.
Indeed, during the summer of 2007 Congress stripped the White House of
“fast track” authority over trade, hampering the administration’s ability to se-
cure new free trade agreements. Just as the post–World War II boom eased
ideological differences that soothed ideological clashes over socioeconomic is-
sues, the inequities of globalization are bringing them back to life.78

Generational change is expediting the hollowing out of the center. The
World War II generation is fast retiring from political life, denying Congress
the working, bipartisan relationships built up over several decades of public
service. In 1977 more than 75 percent of members had Congress had served in
the military. In the 109th Congress (2005–06), veterans made up approximately
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Figure 5. “Moderate Bloc” in the U.S. Congress, 1970–2002

SOURCE: Calculated from Keith Poole and Howard Rosenthal nominate score data, http://
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30 percent of the Senate and 25 percent of the House.79 Close to 90 percent of
the House was elected in 1988 or thereafter; these representatives will not have
experienced ªrsthand the bipartisan consensus building and political disci-
pline that accompanied the Cold War.80 A common refrain in the 1990s, espe-
cially after the Republican takeover of Congress in 1994, was that newer
members of Congress were less inclined than their predecessors to abide by bi-
partisan norms and practices.81

The polarization of party politics is also increasingly evident in the public’s
views of foreign policy. To be sure, the United States’ broad engagement in
global affairs continues to enjoy substantial support among the public.82 Like
their elected representatives in Washington, however, voters often sharply dis-
agree about the character of that engagement. One recent study of public atti-
tudes toward foreign policy reports “an enormous change” to “an American
politics that has not only become more divided in partisan and ideological
terms on domestic issues but also in the foreign policy arena.”83 Foreign policy
issues that have divided the country’s political class for some time are now
roiling mass opinion as well.84

Republican voters are, for example, far more willing to invest in military
power than Democrats. And as Figure 6 indicates, this gap is widening, having
more than doubled since the collapse of the Soviet Union. Conºicting funding
priorities—guns versus butter—are a part of the explanation. Partisan polar-
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ization over Pentagon spending, however, is also driven by diverging public
judgments about the relative efªcacy of military power versus diplomacy.
Republicans in increasing numbers favor military strength over diplomacy as
the best way to ensure security, while Democrats are moving in the opposite
direction. In 1999, 46 percent of Republicans saw diplomacy as the better op-
tion. In contrast, 60 percent of Democrats favored diplomacy. This partisan gap
has widened as a result of the Iraq War and the war on terrorism.85 In the 2004
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Figure 6. Polarization in the U.S. Electorate over Defense Spending, 1994–2004

SOURCE: National Election Studies survey data, http://www.electionstudies.org.

NOTE: This figure is based on questions from various National Election Study (NES)
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presidential elections, 66 percent of Bush voters backed military force as
the best way to defeat terrorism compared with 17 percent of Kerry vot-
ers. Among Kerry voters, 76 percent felt that excessive use of force creates anti-
American sentiment and encourages terrorism, with only 25 percent of Bush
voters supporting that position.86 According to an August 2007 poll, after four
years of the United States occupying Iraq, only 14 percent of Republicans op-
posed the war, compared with more than 93 percent of Democrats.87 This
growing public divide does not augur well for grand strategies that seek to
combine the use of U.S. military force with the building of multilateral
institutions.

Course Correction

Many observers view the foreign policy of the Bush presidency as an aberra-
tion that will be rectiªed by a change of personnel in the White House. Once
Bush has stepped down, the bipartisan center can be reconstituted and liberal
internationalism reinstated. This vision may be comforting, but it is illusory.88

The United States long embraced the liberal internationalist compact between
military power and institutionalized partnership, but this compact has now
come undone.

To be sure, the midterm elections of 2006 constituted a repudiation of Bush’s
foreign policy, and of the war in Iraq in particular. But Democratic control of
Congress has not translated into renewed bipartisanship. Republican moder-
ates fared poorly in the November election; the party’s congressional delega-
tion, shorn of its centrists, has only moved further to the right. As the
Washington Post noted, “The Democrats’ victory in the midterm election accel-
erates a three-decade-old pattern of declining moderate inºuence and rising
conservative dominance in the Republican Party. By one measure, the GOP is
more ideologically homogeneous now than it has been in modern history.”89

Meanwhile, the more liberal wing of the Democratic Party has been asserting
its grassroots strength.90 Party leaders have been pushed to the left by increas-
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ingly powerful party activists—as made clear by the willingness of presiden-
tial hopefuls Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama to tie funding for the Iraq War
to a deadline for withdrawal. There is little ideological afªnity between the
Democratic leadership and its Republican counterpart. As the 2008 presiden-
tial election draws near, partisan warfare will only intensify. In neither spirit
nor substance is there a bipartisan foundation for the return of liberal
internationalism.

Over the longer term, the regional and ideological cleavages that have
stoked polarization are poised to grow worse; the Red-Blue divide, the income
inequalities driven by globalization, and the ideological homogenization of the
parties can all be expected to intensify. Indeed, it is conceivable that politics
in the United States may be returning to the deeply etched landscape of the
pre–World War II era, when domestic stalemate, inconstancy, and detachment
prevailed over both power and partnership.91 To be sure, candidates calling for
the United States to rein in its overseas commitments—such as Pat Buchanan
and Ralph Nader—have not fared well in recent elections. But in light of U.S.
troubles in Afghanistan and Iraq, the widening gap between rich and poor,
and stagnant real wages and rising costs for working families, it is easy to
imagine that support for strategic disengagement might grow.

Indeed, surveys indicate that the electorate is already moving in that direc-
tion. In 1972, in the midst of impassioned domestic opposition to the Vietnam
War, only 36 percent of Americans thought the United States should mind its
own business internationally and focus on the home front. Today, 52 percent of
Americans hold that view.92 The inward turn is particularly pronounced
among younger Americans; 72 percent of those aged 18 to 24 do not believe
that the United States should take the lead in solving global crises.93 And al-
though many Republicans have remained loyal to the White House on the Iraq
War, most Democrats have backed a speedy withdrawal, well aware that a
substantial majority of the electorate is running out of patience.

For now, the most likely outcome is continued partisan wrangling rather
than a sharp neo-isolationist turn. But party and ideology have become deeply
intertwined, and both have become more rooted in salient regional differences.
These trends put Democrats and Republicans on divergent courses. The

International Security 32:2 40

91. Jeffry A. Frieden, “Sectoral Conºict and U.S. Foreign Economic Policy, 1914–1940,” Interna-
tional Organization, Vol. 42, No. 1 (Winter 1988), pp. 59–90; and Charles P. Kindleberger, The World
in Depression, 1929–1939 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973).
92. CBS News, “Poll: Iraq Going Badly and Getting Worse,” CBS News.com, December 11, 2006,
http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2006/12/11/opinion/polls/main2247797.shtml.
93. Paul Starobin, “Beyond Hegemony,” National Journal, December 1, 2006, http://nationaljournal
.com/about/njweekly/stories/2006/1201nj1.htm.



Democrats, the party that once took the lead in embracing both assertive mili-
tary engagement abroad and international institution building, have increas-
ingly favored partnership over power. Declining Democratic support for using
military force to solve international problems is one barometer of the change.94

This shift in the preferences of Democrats is not uniform; there are Democratic
lawmakers and policy intellectuals who remain committed to Franklin
Roosevelt’s liberal internationalist formula, but far fewer than during the Cold
War.95

Meanwhile, the Republicans emphasize military power at the expense of
multilateralism. There is little enthusiasm among the Republican leadership
for international institutions that they view as encroachments on U.S. sover-
eignty and unnecessary constraints on Washington’s freedom of action. The
Bush administration’s 2002 National Security Strategy, which emphasized
“primacy” and “preemption” and accorded little weight to multilateralism,
was symptomatic of this shift in the party’s foreign policy orientation. In the
wake of the failure in Iraq, it is likely that Republican ofªce seekers will in-
creasingly distance themselves from the excesses of the Bush administration’s
foreign policy.96 Such maneuvering, however, is unlikely to lead the party back
to a sustained embrace of multilateralism.

Under these political circumstances, efforts to rebuild the liberal internation-
alist center are unlikely to bear fruit. The United States’ deepening polariza-
tion means that its leaders can no longer conªdently expect to win strong,
bipartisan support for the ambitious mix of power and partnership of the Cold
War era. A failure to acknowledge that conditions are no longer conducive to
liberal internationalism will only strengthen the hands of more extreme voices
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on the left and the right. To maintain indeªnitely a substantial U.S. military
presence in Iraq would ultimately heighten the appeal of those arguing for a
precipitous retreat, just as efforts to bind the United States to a raft of new mul-
tilateral institutions would elevate the voice of unilateralists. The security and
welfare of the United States require its continued engagement in global affairs,
but trying to resurrect the liberal internationalist consensus to achieve that
goal is a prescription for failure.

A wiser course for the United States to pursue is a more discriminating and
selective strategy that demands less power and less partnership. Such a strat-
egy would be based on the following principles.97 Rather than seeking to ex-
tend the current range of its global commitments in the absence of domestic
support, Washington would encourage others to assume a larger geopolitical
role. This approach means supporting a European Union that can shoulder
greater defense burdens. It entails welcoming, not resisting, China’s and
India’s rise to great power status. It also involves building up regional org-
anizations, such as the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, the Gulf
Cooperation Council, and the African Union, so that they can help ªll the gap
as the United States reduces its geopolitical footprint. The United States would
by no means withdraw its forward presence in the strategically important re-
gions of Northeast Asia and the Middle East. But it would shrink the size of its
deployments and, especially in the Middle East, gradually move to an offshore
posture.

U.S. leaders should also view international partnerships more pragmatically.
In an era of partisan polarization, it is difªcult to win congressional approval
of international pacts and institutions—as Woodrow Wilson’s defeat over the
League of Nations made clear. Today, proposals for building grand alliances of
democracies and new mechanisms of global governance are likely to ªnd scant
domestic support. If the United States is to remain a team player in world poli-
tics, and immunize itself against a destructive clash with the many nations still
supporting institutionalized multilateralism, presidents will have to rely more
on pragmatic partnerships, ºexible concerts, and task-speciªc coalitions. Infor-
mal groupings—such as the “contact group” for the Balkans, the quartet in the
Middle East, and the EU-3/U.S. coalition seeking to contain Iran’s nuclear
program—are fast becoming the most effective vehicles for diplomacy. The
United States’ foreign policy must be brought into line with its domestic poli-
tics. Selective engagement is best suited to a polarized America.98
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97. For a more detailed discussion of this policy agenda, see Kupchan and Trubowitz, “Grand
Strategy for a Divided America,” pp. 79–83.
98. Our case for retrenchment rests heavily on our arguments about the United States’ changing



A strategy of judicious retrenchment may not be the preferred course of
neoconservative Republicans or hawkish Democrats, but it has the political
advantage of being less objectionable than the alternatives. Liberal Democrats
are more apt to favor retrenchment over strategies that put a premium on the
projection of U.S. military power; conservative Republicans can be expected to
prefer it to strategies that substitute institutionalized international partner-
ships for national strength. Indeed, the same opinion polls that indicate that
the United States’ appetite for international engagement is diminishing reveal
that the inward turn is affecting Republicans and Democrats alike. We are un-
der no illusions; a more discriminating grand strategy will not put an end to
partisan differences over foreign policy. But judicious retrenchment does
promise to ease the political gridlock on Capitol Hill that would ensue should
either party attempt to rebuild the liberal internationalist compact.

A more discriminating grand strategy also holds out the promise of cross-
regional appeal. For different reasons, the urban Northeast, the Paciªc Coast,
and, increasingly, the Deep South have a stake in a smaller overseas presence.
Politicians from the Northeast and the Paciªc Coast worry about the “opportu-
nity costs” a strategy of primacy imposes on health care, education, and
other domestic priorities. Elected ofªcials in the South measure the costs
differently—in terms of the wear and tear on military personnel and their fam-
ilies, a disproportionate share of whom hail from the South. The sacriªces of
the region’s populace in Afghanistan and Iraq are taking a discernible toll:
southern support for projecting U.S. power is declining faster than the national
average.99

It is far better for the United States to arrive at a more selective grand strat-
egy that enjoys broad domestic support than to continue drifting toward an in-
tractable polarization that is a recipe for political stalemate at home and failed
leadership abroad. The country embraced Franklin Roosevelt’s liberal interna-
tionalism in no small part because its appeal cut across regional and partisan
lines. Successful statecraft still depends on forming domestic alliances that
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bridge political divides, but today’s United States is different from Roosevelt’s.
A strategy of selective engagement is calibrated to the problems of our era: the
collapse of bipartisanship; the rise of a party system that is polarized along re-
gional lines; the return of ideology to U.S. politics; and the risk of an inward
turn in response to the Iraq War. A correction is coming. If the United States is
to adapt successfully to today’s conditions, its leaders must craft a grand strat-
egy that not only meets the country’s geopolitical needs but also restores the
political equilibrium necessary to sustain a coherent national strategy.
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