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CLASHING VIEWS 

 
‘What kind of world order do we want?’ asked Joschka Fischer, Germany's foreign minister, on the eve of the 
U.S. invasion of Iraq in March 2003. That this question remains on the minds of many Europeans today is a 
telling sign of the differences that separate the two sides of the Atlantic -- because most Americans have not 
pondered the question of world order since the war.  

 
They will have to. The great transatlantic debate over Iraq was rooted in deep disagreement over world order. 
Yes, Americans and Europeans debated whether Saddam Hussein posed a serious threat and whether war was 
the right way to deal with it. A solid majority of Americans answered yes to both questions, while even larger 
majorities of Europeans answered no. Yet these disagreements reflected more than just differing tactical and 
analytical assessments of the situation in Iraq. As Dominique de Villepin, France's foreign minister, put it, the 
struggle was less about Iraq than it was between ‘two visions of the world’. The differences over Iraq were not 
only about policy. They were also about first principles. 
 
Opinion polls taken before, during, and after the war show two peoples living on separate strategic and 
ideological planets. Whereas more than 80 percent of Americans believe that war can sometimes achieve 
justice, less than half of Europeans agree. Americans and Europeans disagree about the role of international 
law and international institutions and about the nebulous but critical question of what confers legitimacy on 
international action. These diverging world views predate the Iraq war and the presidency of George W. 
Bush, although both may have deepened and hardened the transatlantic rift into an enduring feature of the 
international landscape.  
 
At the beginning of 2003, before the Iraq war, the transatlantic gulf was plainly visible. What was less clear 
then was how significant it would turn out to be for the world as a whole. 
Today, a great philosophical schism has opened within the West, and mutual antagonism threatens to 
debilitate both sides of the transatlantic community. At a time when new dangers and crises are proliferating 
rapidly, this schism could have serious consequences. For Europe and the United States to come apart 
strategically is bad enough. But what if their differences over world order infect the rest of what we have 
known as the liberal West? Will the West still be the West? 
  
A few years ago, such questions were unthinkable. After the Cold War, the political theorist Francis 
Fukuyama assumed along with the rest of us that at the end of history the world's liberal democracies would 
live in relative harmony. Because they share liberal principles, these democracies would ‘have no grounds on 
which to contest each other's legitimacy’. Conflicts might divide the West from the rest, but not the West 
itself. That reasonable assumption has now been thrown into doubt, for it is precisely the question of 
legitimacy that divides Americans and Europeans today -- not the legitimacy of each other's political 
institutions, perhaps, but the legitimacy of their respective visions of world order. More to the point, for the 



first time since World War II, a majority of Europeans has come to doubt the legitimacy of U.S. power and of 
U.S. global leadership. 
 
The United States cannot ignore this problem. The struggle to define and obtain international legitimacy in 
this new era may prove to be among the most critical contests of our time. In some ways, it is as significant in 
determining the future of the U.S. role in the international system as any purely material measure of power 
and influence. 
 
THREE PILLARS 
 
Contrary to much mythologising on both sides of the Atlantic these days, the foundations of U.S. legitimacy 
during the Cold War had little to do with the fact that the United States helped create the UN or faithfully 
abided by the precepts of international law laid out in the organisation's charter. Rather, U.S. legitimacy 
among Europeans rested on three pillars, all based on the existence of the Soviet communist empire. The 
sturdiest pillar was Europe's perception that the Soviet Union posed a strategic threat to the West -- a reality 
made manifest by hundreds of thousands of Soviet troops parked in the center of Europe -- and its 
understanding that only Washington possessed the power to deter Moscow. Europeans also perceived the 
Soviet Union as a common ideological threat. The United States prided itself on being the ‘leader of the free 
world’, and most Europeans agreed. Finally, Cold War bipolarity conferred what might be called ‘structural 
legitimacy’ on the United States. The two superpowers' roughly equal strength meant that U.S. might, 
although vast, was kept in check. This is not to say that Europeans welcomed Soviet military power on the 
continent, but many implicitly understood that the existence of Soviet conventional and nuclear power acted 
as a restraint on Washington. Charles de Gaulle's France, Willy Brandt's Germany, and other states relished 
the small measure of independence from U.S. dominance that the superpower balance gave them. 
 
When the Cold War ended, the pillars of U.S. legitimacy collapsed along with the Berlin Wall and Lenin's 
statues. There has been little to replace them with since. Radical, militant Islamism, however potent when 
manifested as terrorism, has not replaced communism as an ideological threat to Western liberal democracy. 
Nor have the more diffuse and opaque threats of the post-Cold War era replaced the massive Soviet threat as a 
source of legitimacy for U.S. power. Most Europeans never fully shared Washington's concerns about 
weapons of mass destruction (WMD) in Iraq, Iran, and North Korea -- not during the Clinton 
administration, and not since. Nor do they share its post-September 11 alarm over the possible nexus between 
WMD and international terrorism. Rightly or wrongly, Europeans do not believe that those weapons will be 
aimed at them. To the extent that they do worry, moreover, most Europeans do not look to the United States 
to protect them anymore. They live in their geopolitical paradise, without fear of the jungles beyond. They no 
longer welcome those who guard the gates. Instead, they ask, Who will guard the guards? 

 
THE UNIPOLAR PREDICAMENT 
 
What might be called ‘the unipolar predicament’, therefore, is not the product of any specific U.S. policy or 
of a particular U.S. administration. With the end of the Cold War, unprecedented U.S. global power itself 
has become the critical issue, one with which Europeans and Americans have only begun to grapple. ‘What do 
we do’, Fischer asked after the Iraq war began, ‘when ... our most important partner is making decisions that 
we consider extremely dangerous?’ What indeed? The question is relatively new, because Europe's loss of 
control over U.S. actions is relatively new too. During the Cold War, even a dominant United States was 
compelled to listen to Europe, if only because U.S. policy at the time sought above all else to protect and 
strengthen Europe. Today, Europe has lost much of that influence. It is too weak to be an essential ally but 
too secure to be a potential victim. That is why Europeans are now concerned about unconstrained U.S. 
power and about regaining some control over how it is exercised. Long accustomed to helping shape the 
world, Europeans do not want to sit back now and let the United States do all the driving, especially when 
they believe that it is driving dangerously. 
 



Aside from signaling Europe's demotion, the unipolar predicament also raises fundamental issues about world 
order today. Above all, it tests the United States' political and moral legitimacy. The modern liberal mind is 
offended by the notion that a single world power may be unfettered except by its own sense of restraint. No 
matter how diplomatically adept a U.S. president might be, the spirit of liberal democracy recoils at the idea 
of hegemonic dominance, even when it is exercised benignly. Well before the Bush administration proved so 
maladroit at reassuring even Washington's closest allies, other post-Cold War administrations faced mounting 
anxiety about growing U.S. dominance. In the 1990s, as Clinton and Madeleine Albright were proudly 
dubbing the United States the ‘indispensable nation’, the foreign ministers of China, France, and Russia were 
declaring the U.S.-led unipolar world dangerous and unjust. Samuel Huntington warned about the 
‘arrogance’ and ‘unilateralism’ of U.S. policies when Bush was still governor of Texas. 
  
Europe's worst fears became real with September 11, 2001. After the attacks, the Bush administration and 
Americans in general became unabashed about wielding U.S. power primarily in defense of their own, newly 
endangered vital interests. Europe's initial support for the U.S.-led invasion of Afghanistan and NATO's 
historic invocation of the right collectively to defend the United States were aimed in part at ensuring that 
Europe would have some say over the U.S. response to the terrorist attacks. It is no wonder, then, that 
Washington's apparent indifference to these offers of assistance was so troubling to Europeans. 
 
When the United States began to look beyond Afghanistan, toward Iraq and the ‘axis of evil’, Europeans 
realised they had lost control. It became clear that the bargain underlying transatlantic cooperation during the 
Cold War had become inverted. Whereas once the United States risked its own safety to defend the vital 
interests of a threatened Europe, a threatened United States was now looking out for itself in apparent, and 
sometimes genuine, disregard for what many Europeans perceived to be their moral, political, and security 
interests. 
 
U.S. hegemony has been an especially vexing problem for Europeans because there is so little they can do 
about it. Hopes that a multipolar regime might emerge have faded since the 1990s. Almost everyone concedes 
today that U.S. power will be nearly impossible to match for decades. And the states most likely to become its 
competitors, China and Russia, do not present an attractive alternative for most Europeans. Meanwhile, 
Europe's own military capabilities continue to decline relative to those of the United States. France's 
ambitions to create a European counterweight to the United States are constantly overwhelmed by the more 
powerful postmodern European aversion to military power, power politics, and the very idea of the balance of 
power. Such aspirations have been checked, too, by fears of alienating the powerful United States, by 
widespread suspicion in Europe of France's ‘soft’ hegemonism, and by lingering fears of renewed German 
power. 
 
In the end, however, Europeans have not sought to counter U.S. hegemony in the usual, power-oriented 
fashion, because they do not find U.S. hegemony threatening in the traditional power-oriented way. Not all 
global hegemons are equally frightening. U.S. power, as Europeans well know, does not imperil Europe's 
security or even its autonomy. Europeans do not fear that the United States will seek to control them; they 
fear that they have lost control over the United States and, by extension, over the direction of world affairs. 
 
If the United States is suffering a crisis of legitimacy, then, it is in large part because Europe wants to regain 
some measure of control over Washington's behavior. The vast majority of Europeans objected to the U.S. 
invasion of Iraq not simply because they opposed the war. They objected also because U.S. willingness to go 
to war without the Security Council's approval -- that is, without Europe's approval -- challenged both 
Europe's world view and its ability to exercise even a modicum of influence in the new unipolar system.  
 
Europeans believe that legitimacy is an asset they have in abundance. In the new geopolitical jostling with the 
United States, they see it as their comparative advantage -- the great equaliser in an otherwise lopsided 
relationship. The EU, most of its members believe, enjoys a natural legitimacy, simply by virtue of being a 
collective body. The United States needs Europe, argues Javier Solana, the secretary-general of the EU 



Council, because Europe is ‘a partner with the legitimacy that comes through the collective action of a union 
of twenty-five sovereign states’. In a modern liberal world, this legitimacy can be wielded as a substitute for 
other types of power and bartered for influence. In return for a greater say in world affairs and over the 
exercise of U.S. power, the argument goes, Europe can give the United States the legitimacy it now lacks. 

 
Americans cannot afford to dismiss the proposal out of hand, as much as some might wish to do so. Invading 
Iraq and trying to reconstruct it without the broad benediction of Europe has not been a particularly happy 
experience, even if the United States eventually succeeds. It is clear that Americans cannot ignore the question 
of legitimacy, and it is clear that they cannot provide legitimacy for themselves. Where, then, should they look 
to find it? 
 
LEGITIMACY MYTHS 
 
Since the United States first began openly contemplating the invasion of Iraq, Europe's answer has been to 
look to the Security Council. ‘The United Nations is the place where international rules and legitimacy are 
founded’, de Villepin declared before the Security Council in March 2003, ‘because it speaks in the name of 
peoples’. But is the Security Council really the ultimate depositary of international legitimacy, as Europeans 
insist today? International life would be simpler if it were. But it is not. Ever since the UN's creation almost 
six decades ago, the Security Council has failed to function as the UN's more idealistic founders intended. 
And it has never been accepted as the sole source of international legitimacy, not even by Europeans. Europe's 
recent demand that the United States seek UN authorisation for the Iraq war, and presumably for all future 
wars, was a novel -- even revolutionary -- proposition. 

 
During the four decades of the Cold War, the Security Council was paralysed by implacable hostility between 
its two strongest veto-wielding members. Only after the fall of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War 
was it even possible to imagine that the Security Council might function as the sole source of international 
authority and legitimacy. Still, it has not. The Security Council did function on occasion, but most observers 
agree that its authority weakened rather than strengthened over the first decade after the Cold War. In 1994, 
for example, the Clinton administration sent troops to Haiti without the Security Council's authorisation, 
which came only after the fact. In 1998, it bombed Iraq in Operation Desert Fox over the strong objections 
France and Russia expressed before the Security Council. 
 
By no means are Americans the only culprits in acting without UN approval: Europeans also bypass the 
Security Council when it suits their purposes. In Kosovo, for example, it was the Europeans who (along with 
the United States) went to war without obtaining the Security Council's legitimising sanction. And that did 
not prevent them from arguing at the time, and since, that the Kosovo war was legitimate. They believed that 
they had a particular moral responsibility to prevent another genocide on the continent and a special license 
to go to war to stop it. According to Fisher, one of war's strongest proponents in 1999, in this case history 
and morality trumped traditional principles of state sovereignty and nonintervention. 
 
But exceptions can be deadly, especially when they are used to sidestep norms as fragile and often-violated as 
international laws on the use of force. The fact remains that the Kosovo war was illegal, and not only because 
it lacked Security Council authorisation: Serbia had not committed any aggression against another state but 
was slaughtering its own ethnic Albanian population. The intervention therefore violated the sovereign 
equality of all nations, a cardinal principle -- perhaps the cardinal principle -- of the UN Charter and the 
bedrock principle of international law for centuries. During the Kosovo conflict, Henry Kissinger warned that 
‘the abrupt abandonment of the concept of national sovereignty’ risked unmooring the world from any 
notion of order, legal or otherwise. Many Europeans rejected this complaint at the time. Back then -- just four 
years before the Iraq war -- they did not seem to believe that international legitimacy resided exclusively with 
the Security Council, or in the UN Charter, or even in traditional principles of international law. Instead they 
believed in the legitimacy of their common postmodern moral values. 
 



When the United States and some of its allies went to war against Saddam Hussein in March 2003, not much 
had changed. The principle that the Security Council alone could authorise the use of force had not been 
established, not even by the Europeans themselves. Secretary of State Colin Powell could well argue, as he did 
in October 2003, that the United States and its supporters possessed the ‘authority to intervene in Iraq ... just 
as we did in Kosovo’. Yet these days, most Europeans and some Americans argue that, by invading Iraq 
without the Security Council's approval, the United States has torn the fabric of the international order. In 
doing so they overlook that the fabric of this hoped-for international order has yet to be knit. And they forget 
that if such an international order did exist, Europe would already have undermined it in 1999. 
 
The point here is not to catch Europeans contradicting themselves. If their definition of legitimacy has proved 
conveniently flexible in recent years, it is because legitimacy is a genuinely elusive and malleable concept. 
Discovering where legitimacy lies at any given moment in history is an art, not a science reducible to the 
reading of international legal documents. That is a serious challenge for the modern liberalism that animates 
the United States and Europe alike. Recent crises such as those in Kosovo and Iraq have shown that the search 
for legitimacy creates a fundamental dilemma for liberalism and liberal internationalism. 
The problem is that the modern liberal vision of progress in international affairs has always been bifocal. On 
the one hand, liberalism has entertained since the Enlightenment a vision of world peace based on an ever-
strengthening international legal system. The success of such a system rests on the recognition that all nations, 
big or small, democratic or tyrannical, humane or barbarous, are equal sovereign entities. On the other hand, 
modern liberalism cherishes the rights and liberties of the individual and defines progress as the greater 
protection of these rights and liberties across the globe. In the absence of a sudden global democratic and 
liberal transformation, that goal can be achieved only by compelling tyrannical or barbarous regimes to 
behave more humanely, sometimes through force.  
 
Given the tension between these two aspirations, what constitutes international legitimacy will inevitably be a 
matter of dispute within the liberal world. This is a problem for all modern liberals. But it is a particularly 
difficult one for Europeans. Although many Europeans now claim to define international legitimacy as strict 
obedience to the UN Charter and the Security Council, the union they have created transcends the UN's 
exclusive focus on national sovereignty. The postmodern European order rests on an entirely different 
political and moral foundation than the one on which the UN was erected. At the time of the Kosovo war, 
Blair argued that Europe must fight ‘for a new internationalism where the brutal repression of ethnic groups 
will not be tolerated [and] for a world where those responsible for crimes will have nowhere to hide’. If this is 
the ‘new internationalism’, then the ‘old internationalism’ of the UN Charter is dead. Europeans may have to 
choose which version of liberal internationalism they really intend to pursue. Whether they do so or not, 
however, they must at least recognise that the two paths diverge. 
 
For Americans, the choice is likely to be less difficult. By nature, tradition, and ideology, the United States 
has generally favored the promotion of liberal principles over the niceties of Westphalian diplomacy. Despite 
its role in helping to create the UN and draft the UN Charter, the United States has never fully accepted the 
organisation's legitimacy or the charter's doctrine of sovereign equality. Although fiercely protective of its own 
autonomy, the United States has reserved for itself the right to intervene anywhere and everywhere, generally 
in the name of defending the cause of liberalism. 

 
In this sense, the United States is and always has been a revolutionary power, a sometimes unwitting -- but 
nevertheless persistent -- disturber of the status quo, wherever its influence grows. For Europeans, who are 
consumed with radical changes on their own continent and seek a predictable future in the world beyond, the 
United States has once again become a dangerous member of the society of nations. 
 
FAREWELL, WESTPHALIA 
 
The problem of legitimacy is a good deal more complex today because the emergence of a unipolar era 
coincided with two other historical developments: the proliferation of WMD and the rise of international 



terrorism, both of which seem more threatening to Americans than to Europeans. It is the Bush 
administration's response to these developments, including the doctrine of ‘preemption’ (‘prevention’ would 
be a more accurate term), that has caused the greatest uproar. It has prompted many Europeans, and many 
others around the world, to call the United States' willingness to take preventive action a prime example of 
the superpower's disregard for international law and the international order -- stark evidence of its new 
illegitimacy. 
 
But a more compelling way to assess the Bush doctrine is to ask whether new international circumstances 
might not be forcing Americans, as well as Europeans and even the UN secretary-general, to reexamine 
traditional international legal principles and definitions of legitimacy. Even before the Bush administration 
publicly enunciated its policy of preventive war in 2002, a growing body of opinion in both the United States 
and Europe was arguing that preventive action might at times be necessary to meet new international threats, 
even if it violated state sovereignty, prohibitions against intervention, and other traditional legal norms. 
Thinkers as diverse as Michael Walzer and Henry Kissinger concluded that principles left over from 
Westphalia were inadequate to deal with today's challenges. Even Kofi Annan has suggested that UN 
members consider developing ‘criteria for an early authorisation of coercive measures to address certain types 
of threats -- for instance, terrorist groups armed with weapons of mass destruction’. 

 
Given this growing, if unrecognised, convergence of opinion, the real issue may not be whether prevention is 
ever justified but rather who may do the preventing and who decides when, where, and how it is handled. In 
this matter as in many others, Europe objects less to U.S. actions than to what it perceives to be their 
unilateral character. The dispute over preventive war is, in other words, little more than a restatement of 
America's unipolar predicament: how can the world's sole superpower be controlled? 
 
WHAT MULTILATERALISM? 
 
Most Europeans would argue that if the United States seeks to gain international legitimacy for any use of 
force, it must avoid acting alone and it must embrace a foreign policy of multilateralism. Most Americans 
would gladly agree -- so long as they did not look too closely at what Europeans mean by the term.  

 
When Americans speak of ‘multilateralism’, they mean a policy that actively solicits and tries to gain the 
support of allies. For Europeans, however, ‘multilateralism’ has a more formal and legalistic cast. It is a means 
of gaining legitimate sanction from duly constituted international bodies before undertaking any action; it is 
an essential prerequisite for action. A recent poll showed that, whereas a majority of Americans would bypass 
the Security Council if U.S. vital interests were threatened, a majority of Europeans would follow a Security 
Council decision, even at the cost of their nation's vital interests. At least so Europeans claim today, after the 
Iraq war. Of course in 1999, when the issue was Kosovo, they felt differently.  
 
And why, exactly, did so many Europeans believe the United States acted unilaterally in Iraq last year? After 
all, the United States invaded Iraq not alone, but with a number of international partners, including such 
prominent members of the EU as the United Kingdom, Poland, and Spain. In some sense, then, its action 
was ‘multilateral’, even without a UN authorisation, just as the Kosovo war was multilateral even though the 
Security Council had not approved it. 
 
When the United States invaded Iraq, the Europeans set a new, high, but shaky standard for international 
legitimacy. ‘The authority of our action’, de Villepin declared in his famous speech to the Security Council in 
February 2003, had to be based ‘on the unity of the international community’. But what does that mean? Can 
no action be legitimate without the unanimous consent of the entire international community? Or is ‘unity’ 
something less than unanimity and a notion with a shifting definition? 
 
The United States enjoyed the support of dozens of nations for its war in Iraq, but that, according to de 
Villepin and many other Europeans, was not enough. What magic number, if any, would have conferred 



legitimacy? Would the support of certain critical allies have satisfied the test? It is difficult to imagine that 
Europeans would have called the U.S. action in Iraq unilateral if France, Germany, and the United Kingdom 
had supported it but not China or Russia. (After all, they did not think their own war in Kosovo was 
unilateral simply because Russia and much of the developing world opposed it.) Is that to say that France's 
support is worth more than Spain's? ‘Legitimacy depends on creating a wide international consensus’, Solana 
insists. But how wide is wide? And who decides what is wide enough? The answers to such questions are 
inevitably subjective -- far too subjective to serve as the basis for any rules-based international order. 

 
It is difficult not to conclude, therefore, that when Europeans and American critics call the war in Iraq 
unilateral, they do not really mean that the United States lacked broad international support. They mean 
instead that the United States lacked broad support in Europe, and more specifically, in France and Germany. 
The Bush administration was ‘unilateralist’ not because it lost the support of Beijing, Brasília, Kuala Lumpur, 
Moscow, and dozens of other capitals but because it lost the support of Paris and Berlin. 
 
In the end, what Washington's critics really resented was that it would not and could not be constrained, even 
by its closest friends. From the perspective of Berlin and Paris, the United States was unilateralist because no 
European power had any real influence over it. From this perspective, even with a hundred nations and three-
quarters of Europe on its side, the United States might still have lacked legitimacy. Today's debate over 
multilateralism and legitimacy is thus not only about principles of law, or even about the supreme authority 
of the UN; it is also about a transatlantic struggle for influence. It is Europe's response to the unipolar 
predicament. 
 
THE IMPORTANCE OF BEING LEGITIMATE 
 
Americans might be tempted, therefore, to dismiss the debate over legitimacy as a ruse and a fraud. They 
should not, however. There are indeed sound reasons for the United States to seek European approval. But 
they are unrelated to international law, the authority of the Security Council, and the as-yet nonexistent fabric 
of the international order. Europe matters because it and the United States form the heart of the liberal, 
democratic world. The United States' liberal, democratic sensibilities make it difficult, if not impossible, for 
Americans to ignore the fears, concerns, interests, and demands of their fellows in liberal democracies. U.S. 
liberalism will naturally drive U.S. foreign policy to seek greater harmony with Europe. 
 
The alternative course would be difficult for the United States to sustain. It is unclear whether the United 
States can operate effectively over time without the moral support and approval of the democratic world. That 
is not, however, for the reasons usually cited. Most U.S. advocates of multilateralism insist that the United 
States needs the material cooperation of its allies. But it is an open question whether the United States can ‘go 
it alone’ in a material sense. Militarily, it can and does go it virtually alone, even when the Europeans are fully 
on board, as in Kosovo and in the Persian Gulf War. Economically, it can go it alone too if it must, as with 
the reconstruction of places such as Iraq. (Five decades ago, after all, it rebuilt Europe and Japan with its own 
funds.) It is more doubtful, however, whether the American people will continue to support both military 
actions and the burdens of postwar occupations in the face of constant charges of illegitimacy by the United 
States' closest democratic allies. 
 
Because losing legitimacy with fellow democracies would be debilitating -- perhaps even paralysing -- over 
time, Americans cannot ignore their unipolar predicament. The biggest failure of the Bush administration 
may be that it was too slow to recognise this truth. Bush and his advisers came to office guided by the narrow 
realism that dominated Republican foreign policy circles during the Clinton years. But the unipolar 
predicament and the U.S. character require a much more expansive definition of U.S. interests. The United 
States can neither appear to be acting, nor in fact act, as if only its self-interest mattered. The United States, in 
short, must pursue legitimacy in the manner truest to its nature: by promoting the principles of liberal 
democracy not only as a means to greater security but as an end in itself. Success would bring it a measure of 
authority in the liberal, democratic world, including among Europeans, who cannot forever ignore their own 



vision of a more humane world, even if these days they are more preoccupied with strengthening the 
international legal order. 

  
The United States' conduct in Iraq today is especially important in this regard. At stake is the future not only 
of Iraq and the Middle East more generally but also of the United States' reputation, its reliability, and its 
legitimacy as a world leader. The United States will be judged -- as it should be -- by the care and 
commitment it takes to secure a democratic peace in Iraq. It will be judged by whether it indeed advances the 
cause of liberalism, there and elsewhere, or whether it merely defends its own interests. 
 
In promoting liberalism, the United States cannot fail to take account of the interests and fears of its liberal 
democratic allies in Europe. It should try to fulfill its part of a new transatlantic bargain by granting 
Europeans some influence over the exercise of its power -- provided that, in turn, Europeans wield that 
influence wisely. NATO, an alliance of and for liberal democracies, could be the forum of such a bargain. The 
United States has already ceded influence to European states in NATO: they vote on an equal footing with 
the superpower in all of the alliance's deliberations. For decades, NATO has been the one organisation 
capable of reconciling U.S. hegemony with European autonomy and influence. Even today, its members 
retain a sentimental attraction for Americans more potent than their attraction for the UN. 
 
The challenge for the United States will be to cede some power to Europe without putting U.S. security, as 
well as the security of Europe and the entire liberal democratic world, at risk. Even with the best of intentions, 
the United States cannot enlist Europe's cooperation if the two regions disagree over the nature of today's 
global threats and the means to counter them. This gap in perception has driven the United States and 
Europe apart in the post-Cold War world, and it is difficult to imagine how the United States' crisis of 
legitimacy could be resolved so long as this schism persists.  

 
What, then, is the United States to do? Should Americans, in the interest of transatlantic harmony, adjust 
their perceptions of global threats to match that of their European friends? To do so would be irresponsible. 
U.S. security and the security of the liberal democratic world depend today, as they have for the past half-
century, on U.S. power. ‘The United States is the only truly global player’, Fischer admits, ‘and I must warn 
against underestimating its importance for peace and stability in the world. And beware, too, of 
underestimating what the U.S. means for our own security’. Yet the United States has played that role by 
seeing the world through its own eyes rather than by adopting Europe's postmodern world view. Were 
Americans now to adapt their vision, neither the United States nor postmodern Europe would remain secure 
for long.  
 
Herein lies the tragedy. To address today's global dangers, Americans will need the legitimacy that Europe can 
provide, but Europeans may well fail to grant it. In their effort to constrain the superpower, they might lose 
sight of the mounting dangers in the world, which are far greater than those posed by the United States. Out 
of nervousness about unipolarity, they might underestimate the dangers of a multipolar system in which 
nonliberal and nondemocratic powers would come to outweigh Europe. Out of passion for the international 
legal order, they might forget the other liberal principles that have made postmodern Europe what it is today. 
Europeans might succeed in debilitating the United States this way. But since they have no intention of 
supplementing its power with their own, in doing so they would only succeed in weakening the overall power 
that the liberal democratic world can wield in its defense -- and in defense of liberalism itself. 
 
Right now, many Europeans are betting that the risks posed by the ‘axis of evil’, from terrorism to tyrants, 
will never be as great as the risk posed by the American leviathan unbound. Perhaps it is in the nature of a 
postmodern Europe to make such a judgment. But now may be the time for the wisest heads in Europe, 
including those living in the birthplace of Pascal, to ask themselves what will result if that wager proves 
wrong. 
 
The End. 
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The John Bonython Lecture Series 
 
CIS established the annual John Bonython Lecture (named in honour of the Centre’s founding Chairman) in 
1984 to examine the relationship between individuals and the economic, social and political forces that make 
up a free society. The JBL is delivered by leading thinkers from around the world and has become one of the 
most anticipated events on the Centre’s events calendar. Previous lecturers have included Czech President 
Vaclav Klaus, Nobel Laureate James Buchanan, Francis Fukuyama and Rupert Murdoch.  
 
The Centre for Independent Studies 
 
The Centre for Independent Studies is Australasia’s leading independent public policy research institute or 
‘think tank’.  
 
Founded in 1976 by Greg Lindsay, the Centre supports the principles underlying a free and open society by 
promoting individual liberty, a free market economy and democratic government. With a particular focus on 
Australia and New Zealand, the Centre’s research, publications and events encourage debate and provide 
practical recommendations for public policy reform. 
 
CIS’ research agenda spans economic, social and now, foreign policy. The Centre’s work is regularly referred 
to in the media and discussed by academics, students, politicians, policymakers and the general public. As well 
as publishing books, papers and the magazine, Policy, CIS also hosts a range of events aimed at promoting 
debate of important policy matters. Apart from the John Bonython Lecture, the Centre’s other annual events 
include: the Big Ideas Forum, The Acton Lecture on Religion and Freedom, Consilium and the CIS Lectures. The 
Centre’s Liberty and Society student programme brings together the brightest young minds and the leaders of 
tomorrow for a weekend exploring the ideas surrounding a free society.  
 
For more information on all CIS activities visit www.cis.org.au 
 


