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Preface

The transition of power from one US president to the next
is a moment of great international significance, given the
global power and influence that the United States has
wielded for more than sixty years. The transition from
President George W. Bush to President Barack Obama on
20 January 2009 carried special significance because of the
dramatic events that took place over the previous eight
years, from the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 right
up to the outbreak of the global financial crisis. But it was
also especially significant because of the contrasting world
outlooks of the two presidents. Seen from the outside,
there is great anticipation that America’s international role
will be very different over the next four to eight years.

Chatham House chose to mark this transition by
preparing a series of analyses by its senior resident and affil-
iated scholars of America’s potential role across key regions
of the world and vis-à-vis some of the main global chal-
lenges that all governments will face during the coming
years. Each of these analyses will be included in an edited
book to be published by Wiley-Blackwell in the Chatham
House Papers series later in 2009, entitled America’s Role in
a Changed World: A Question of Leadership.

The purpose of this report is to pull together the
principal insights from the various chapters of the book
and to draw from them a set of overarching conclusions

about America’s future international role. It would not
have been possible to produce this report, therefore,
without the deep and thoughtful analyses of each of the
Chatham House contributors to the broader project.

Approaching the subject specifically from a non-
American perspective, the report aims to complement the
extensive and stimulating process of intellectual introspec-
tion in the United States that accompanied the recent pres-
idential election campaign and the transition to Barack
Obama’s presidency. The report also provides an initial
response from outside the United States to the global
strategy and policy outlines indicated by the president and
some of his senior appointments during and immediately
after this transition period. While the report may be of
interest to a US readership, we hope it will find resonance
among all those who believe in the positive global role that
a strong United States can play in the future.

I would like to thank all my colleagues at Chatham
House who have been involved in the project on
‘Rethinking the United States’ International Role’ and the
publication of this report – in particular Margaret May,
Publications Editor, for her wonderful editing skills;
Nicolas Bouchet for his many improvements to the text;
Alis Martin, Executive Assistant to the Research Director
for Regional and Security Studies, who managed the
project; Nina Assauer, who provided valuable research
support; and, above all, the research team who contributed
chapters to the book. Their names and the areas they
covered are noted overleaf and referenced in the notes.

Despite the collegiate nature of this Chatham House
project, the assertions and conclusions contained in the
report are mine alone as its author.

Robin Niblett
Director, Chatham House

February 2009
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Executive Summary

A changed world

During his inaugural address on 20 January 2009, Barack
Obama declared to ‘all other peoples and governments who
are watching today, … know … that we are ready to lead once
more’. In the following four weeks to the publication of this
report, President Obama has set the United States on a course
that ismeetingwidespread approval around theworld.He has
ordered the closure as soon as possible of the Guantánamo
Bay detention facilities and of other secret facilities outside
the United States that had so undermined America’s interna-
tional credibility with its allies and confirmed the anti-US
narrative of its opponents. He has appointed special envoys
for Middle East Peace and to implement an integrated
strategy for both Afghanistan and Pakistan. He has offered to
‘seek a new way forward’ with the Muslim world as well as to
‘extend a hand’ to authoritarian governments if they are
willing ‘to unclench [their] fist’. His Secretary of State, Hillary
Clinton, has said that America will be more effective if it can
‘build aworldwithmore partners and fewer adversaries’. Both
have recognized the virtues of pragmatism over ideology and
the reality of interdependence.

At the core of this ambitious international agenda lies
the belief that America must strengthen its position of
global leadership if it is to remain a ‘positive force in the
world’.

But the call for a renewal of US leadership comes at a
time when, as President Obama also recognized during his
inauguration, ‘the world has changed’. This report looks at
America’s future international role from an outside
perspective and asks how American global leadership
might be rethought in the context of a changed world. Its

conclusion is that the Obama administration needs to
introduce an important shift in how America wields its
power – leading directly where its leadership is still clearly
needed, but also sharing leadership where partners have as
much or more to offer, supporting international institu-
tions where the need for collective response outweighs the
value of American leadership and leading by example
where collective responses are not yet being formed.

Constraints on US leadership

Barack Obama has taken on the US presidency at a time
when many of the pillars of America’s international leader-
ship have been weakened. For example:

� The chaos of the US financial collapse has given credi-
bility to those who have long criticized the ‘Washington
Consensus’ and its emphasis on deregulation and
market liberalism as a model for national economic
reform. It will be difficult to reassert US leadership on
international financial and economic issues in this
context.

� Following the invasion of Iraq, the United States has
become directly entangled in the instability of the
Middle East, rather than serving as an external
contributor to its security. This is constraining its
room for diplomatic leadership in the region.

� The spread of democracy that US governments have
championed in recent decades has stalled and has
even shifted into reverse in certain parts of the world,
calling into question one of the lodestars of America’s
international leadership.

� America’s position of power relative to other key
international actors such as China and the European
Union is changing, as their leaders seek to define for
themselves the parameters of future international
cooperation.

� New regional institutions that exclude the United
States are on the rise from Southeast Asia to Latin
America and cannot now be ignored.

� A global political awakening, fed largely by the spread
of the internet and satellite communications, is
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constraining the remit of national governments
across the world, including their ability to follow a US
lead where they might want to.

� Increasingly, the new global challenges to interna-
tional security in areas ranging from climate change
and energy security to terrorism, poverty and global
health demand solutions where leadership by one
country would be counter-productive.

The resilience of US power

It is true, of course, that the United States remains a unique
power, first in terms of its aspiration to lead – an aspiration
which is not challenged by any of the world’s rising powers,
except, to a lesser extent, by the EU – and, second, in terms
of its human and material resources, innate economic
dynamism and market size. It is also and will remain by far
the most powerful nation militarily, with a global reach
and network of alliances that are unmatched. And it
benefits from a still powerful corporate sector and influen-
tial non-governmental actors, which can spread US norms
and practices across the globe.

On the other hand, the United States has a political
culture and system that are hostile to making the
compromises on national interests and sovereignty
which collective responses to global problems tend to
demand. Simply bringing the United States during the
next couple of years into line with multilateral initiatives
recently undertaken by other nations could use up a
large amount of President Obama’s great stock of
domestic political capital.

The world faces a conundrum, then. Its current global
challenges all require cooperative international solutions.

Achieving progress on these complex challenges will be
difficult without the impetus of US leadership and power.
But the United States has created new antibodies to its
global leadership role.

Principles for future US leadership

In Barack Obama, much of the world sees a US president
who can overcome these contradictions and help
America adapt its leadership role and style to the
changed world around it. This will be a difficult process.
The United States needs to craft new ways of using its
unique power and capacity to influence others. At the
core of this new approach, it needs to focus on becoming
more an enabler of change and less often its instigator.
And, if it is going to lead, then it needs to lead more by
example and less by intervention. What does this mean
in practice?

1. TALK IT DOWN

President Obama and his administration must set the right
tone in talking about America’s international role. This
does not just mean highlighting America’s renewed
commitment to multilateral cooperation and to alliances
and institutions. It means recognizing that assertions of
global leadership may be increasingly counter-productive.
The risk of international disappointment will be intense if
the United States proves unable to deliver meaningful
solutions to key international challenges – from ending the
Arab-Israeli conflict to helping achieve a comprehensive
international deal to combat climate change. There is also
the risk of a divide between the administration’s aspiration
to lead as a force for good in the world and the reality of
how the United States must pursue its national interests.
The US national interest will not disappear under Barack
Obama, whether in the Middle East or Central Asia, or
over climate change and trade negotiations. And yet, what
would have the most corrosive effect on renewing
American leadership would be the impression that the
United States is acting on the basis of hypocrisy or double
standards.

Ready to Lead?
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2. RECOGNIZE THE NEW CONSTRAINTS ON US

INFLUENCE IN BILATERAL RELATIONS

The Obama administration must digest the implications
of the new constraints on US power. US leadership will
remain central to the resolution of certain key crises,
such as the Arab-Israeli conflict and the stand-off with
Iran over its nuclear enrichment programme. However,
US influence in most regions has declined in recent
years, while the US economic model has lost some of its
appeal. In this context, the US administration should
concentrate wholeheartedly on promoting the condi-
tions within which specific countries can develop their
own routes to positive change for their citizens. The
Bush administration leaves a strong legacy of well-
funded foreign assistance programmes and a
Millennium Challenge Corporation that has helped
change the parameters of development assistance.
President Obama can build on this approach and add his
own initiatives, such as his proposal to create a Global
Education Fund. Further opening US markets to goods
from developing countries will also need to be a key part
of the policy mix.

3. UNDERSTAND OPPONENTS BETTER;

SUPPORT ALLIES MORE

The United States should now focus less on what it is
demanding of its opponents and more on supporting its
friends and allies. The actions of many of America’s
principal international competitors or opponents, such
as Russia and Iran, are driven by internal political or
strategic regional calculations over which current US
policy has little or no influence. President Obama’s
intention that members of his administration engage
more actively in dialogue with America’s opponents is an
important step forward in understanding these calcula-
tions. But it may not change the essence of the disagree-
ment. Equally important, therefore, will be for US
foreign policy to focus more now on how it supports its
allies – in Europe, Latin America, the Middle East and
Asia. By so doing, the United States will play to its
strengths, run up less against the limits to its leadership

potential and still change to its advantage the context
within which its opponents must then operate.

4. FOCUS MORE ON GOVERNANCE AND

PROCESSES – LESS ON LEADERS AND

PARTIES

In its efforts to promote positive change in countries of
concern, the Obama administration should focus less on
leaders and parties and more on governance and political
processes. Previous Democratic and Republican presi-
dents have often allowed personal relationships with
leaders such as President Musharraf of Pakistan to
dominate their policies, with negative outcomes for the
most part. But supporting the creation of viable institu-
tions and processes that promote good governance is
more likely to establish a durable framework for positive
change. President Obama’s intention to strengthen the
role of the US State Department should help achieve this
rebalancing of effort, but it will also depend on increasing
the financial resources for US diplomacy and the other
instruments of US ‘soft power’. Equally important will be
ensuring that the diplomacy of the administration’s
special envoys does not recreate the same reliance on
personal relationships and some of the interdepartmental
competition which blighted parts of the Bush administra-
tion’s foreign policy.

5. STRENGTHEN MULTILATERAL COOPERATION

The Obama administration will strengthen multilateral
cooperation if it is willing to share leadership on certain
occasions and serve as one among an equal grouping of
institutional partners in others. Turning the transatlantic
relationship into an effective player in tackling global chal-
lenges will depend upon how well the Obama administra-
tion can make this adjustment. China’s and India’s transition
to being responsible global stakeholders will also depend on
how they perceive their relationships with the United States.
Insisting on US global leadership is unlikely to secure their
cooperation across a range of issues, which is one of the
reasons why the elevation of the G-20 into a more represen-
tative forum for consultation is so important.

Executive Summary
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There are numerous other opportunities for the Obama
administration to play a leadership role in cooperation with
others, from strengthening the UN system to renewing the
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty in such a way that non-
proliferation remains a rational option for sovereign govern-
ments around the world, and helping craft the framework for
a new global deal to combat climate change at the
Copenhagen Climate Conference at the end of 2009.

6. LEAD BY EXAMPLE

Finally, the United States should lead by example to the
greatest extent possible. President Obama made this
commitment during his campaign and took immediate
steps after his inauguration to underline the connection
between US policy and the nation’s ideals. Beyond closing
the Guantánamo Bay detention facility, the administration
could adapt its legal treatment of detainees in armed
conflict, and encourage the inclusion in the mandates of
peace-keeping missions of the obligation for them to
cooperate with investigations by the International
Criminal Court. The United States could also use domestic
policies to lead the way in other areas of global interest.

President Obama’s commitments to strengthen national
environmental standards and to use federal procurement
to drive higher levels of energy efficiency could be the
basis for reaching new international environmental
standards and benchmarks. Most important of all, at this
critical time, America must not revert to protectionism.
President Obama’s national economic recovery strategy
needs to serve as an example for the rest of the world of the
progress that a dynamic and open but well-regulated
market economy can achieve for its people.

While the United States may not be able to drive interna-
tional solutions to its own design as successfully in the
changed world of the 21st century as it did in the past, it will
remain the world’s most powerful nation, without which
international problems will be impossible to solve and many
of the world’s most intractable conflicts will persist.
President Obama has the opportunity to help America make
the transition to a form of global leadership that focuses with
full intensity upon those situations where US power and
influence can have greatest effect, while being less interven-
tionist where US power has declined and more inclusive in
those broad policy areas where the reality of interdepend-
ence demands more cooperative international solutions.

Ready to Lead?
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1. Introduction

President Obama started his administration with the
forceful statement in his inaugural address that ‘we are ready
to lead once more’.1 This statement echoed his pledge during
the presidential campaign to ‘renew American leadership in
the world’ and his conclusion that ‘we lead not only for
ourselves but for the common good’.2 Similarly, in her
confirmation hearing as Secretary of State on 13 January
2009, Hillary Clinton said that ‘we must strengthen
America’s position of global leadership’ in order to ensure
the United States remains ‘a positive force in the world’.3

Each of these statements re-confirms the long-held US view
of the fundamental connection between the United States’
aspiration to be a positive force in the world and the need
for it to exert global leadership. This belief in the continuing
need for American leadership finds broad bipartisan
support among US policy-makers and analysts. The 2007
report A Smarter, More Secure America by the CSIS
Commission on Smart Power,4 chaired by Joseph Nye and
Richard Armitage, which was quoted by Secretary Clinton
in her confirmation hearing, talks of the need for America
once again to invest ‘in the global good – providing things
peoples and governments in all quarters of the world want
but cannot attain in the absence of American leadership’.
Influential thinkers in both the Democratic and Republican
camps make the same argument in the 2008 book edited by
Melvyn Leffler and Jeffrey Legro, To Lead the World:
American Strategy after the Bush Doctrine, and in the 2008
report by the ‘Managing Global Insecurity’ project co-
directed of the Brookings Institution, the Center on
International Cooperation at New York University and
Stanford University’s Center for International Security and
Cooperation.5

President Obama and Secretary Clinton have laid out
the steps that the United States will take in order to renew
its leadership position. Strengthening alliances and insti-
tutions, building new partnerships, engaging opponents
where possible, tackling common global challenges such
as climate change and nuclear weapons proliferation, as
well as immediate crises in the Middle East and South
Asia and tightening the bond between the United States’
internal values and its external policies – these are all
laudable goals and vital ingredients of a more positive
American international role. Indeed, they are steps which
are advocated in the US-authored reports mentioned
above and which are also echoed later in this report.
Moreover, as the US reports observe and as this report
also recognizes, America remains the only country in the
world that both aspires to lead and has the attributes to
live up to its aspiration.

Seen from the outside, however, the challenge that
faces the Obama administration is not so much how to
renew American leadership as how to rethink it. This
report’s overarching theme is that the United States
cannot aspire to lead the world or its allies in the ways it
sought to do during the Cold War and immediate post-
Cold War periods. As Chapter 2 argues, much has
changed in the world over the past eight years that cannot
be reversed and that will affect the future US potential for
global or regional leadership. Being dominant economi-
cally, militarily or even in the smart combination of its
hard and soft power may still not restore to America the
power to lead. To be sure, there will be areas, such as
resolving the Arab-Israeli conflict, where American lead-
ership will be vital. However, in other circumstances, the
Obama administration will need to share leadership, as
difficult and inefficient as this may sometimes be; it will
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need to accept the lead of others and adjust to the role of
follower; and it will need to become a member of institu-
tions or treaties conceived and designed primarily by
others.

A further principal challenge for the Obama adminis-
tration will be to find new ways to help nurture the
domestic and institutional contexts that enable positive
change to take place internationally without trying to
force the process through explicit leadership or direct
intervention. In the future, the US must serve more as a
catalyst for positive international change than as its insti-
gator. It must lead more by domestic and international
example and less by unilateral intervention.

This will be a difficult adjustment. Ever since the
Second World War, US policy-makers have concluded
that their ability to enjoy their domestic freedoms,
growing prosperity and continued security depended
upon America playing a proactive, often interventionist
and, ultimately, the leading role in the wider world.
During the 1940s and 1950s, US administrations used
their country’s economic might and military leverage to
forge a set of international institutions, alliances and
bilateral relationships that were designed to keep it safe
by projecting stability and order beyond its borders. At
the heart of this Cold War strategy were the determina-
tion to contain communism and the desire to spread to
other nations and people, where feasible, the democratic
form of government and market-driven economics that
had brought prosperity to the United States.

The post-Cold War period witnessed a remarkable
continuity in America’s international leadership role. The
administrations of George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton
took the lead in enlarging and adapting alliances such as
NATO and international institutions such as the
GATT/WTO to the new strategic context. Rather than
leading to a fundamental review of this strategy, the
dramatic terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 galva-
nized the United States into a period of strategic hyper-
activity. Under President George W. Bush, the urge to
promote democracy internationally took on a new
prominence.6 However, the Bush administration also
took a harder, more self-interested policy line that started
to undermine US international leadership and legitimacy.

The administration decided it needed to be able to act
not only pre-emptively to neutralize imminent attacks,
but also preventively before potential threats could pose
a direct danger to America.7 This meant confronting its
enemies abroad lest they threaten it at home – not only in
Afghanistan and Iraq, but also in the Horn of Africa,
Pakistan, the Philippines, and countries in Central Asia.
At the same time, in a series of decisions, the Bush
administration demonstrated that it did not want to see
the United States constrained by existing or new interna-
tional institutions or arrangements that did not reflect US
interests even if these carried the support of the majority
of other nations, including its allies.

Over the course of the Bush administration, the circle
of critics challenging the acceptability and legitimacy of
this more unilateral brand of US international leadership
expanded beyond the traditional band of opponents of
US policy in Havana, Pyongyang, Tehran or Damascus; it
now includes the post-Communist leadership of Russia, a
growing number of leaders in Latin America, and previ-
ously supportive governments across the Middle East
into Turkey, and a vocal component of the public and
political leadership in Europe.

It is clear that the Obama administration sees as one of
its top priorities to reverse this sceptical trend and to
recover America’s global leadership role. As Hillary
Clinton concluded in her nomination statement to the US
Senate, ‘American leadership has been wanting, but is still
wanted.’8 Taking this assertion as its starting point, the
report’s next three chapters explore how ready America is
to lead, and how other countries view this aspiration.
Chapter 2 offers an external assessment of America’s

‘Being dominant economically,
militarily or even in the smart

combination of its hard and soft

power may still not restore to

America the power to lead’



position in the world that President Obama inherits.
Chapter 3 assesses America’s most significant relative
strengths and weaknesses in this changed world. How will
they affect America’s ability to renew its international lead-
ership? Taking into account the continuing unique levels
of US power but also the new constraints on America’s

ability to recapture its position of global leadership,
Chapter 4 considers what might be some of the most
important principles and related steps that the new admin-
istration could follow in order to maximize its leadership
potential and meet the foreign policy objectives President
Obama has set for the United States and the world.

Introduction
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2. New Constraints
on America’s
International
Leadership

The stump speeches and formal statements of both Barack
Obama and John McCain during the 2008 US presidential
election campaign, as well as the writings of advisers to
both camps, clearly demonstrate that the United States
remains a nation with a unique sense of mission to lead the
world. As Barack Obama wrote in his 2007 Foreign Affairs
article, ‘to see American power in terminal decline is to
ignore America’s great promise and historic purpose in the
world’. From a US perspective, neither President Obama
nor any other current or aspiring US leaders can abandon
this leadership mission and still remain domestically
credible. Seen from the outside, however, President
Obama faces a complex task in re-establishing the sort of
international leadership role for the United States that it
enjoyed in the heyday of American power in the Cold War
and immediate post-Cold War periods, for a number of
reasons.

America as the source of the problem

The Obama administration openly recognizes the fact that
the world has changed and is now one of real and growing
interdependence. Both the president and his senior officials
have also said that the most pressing international chal-
lenges, from climate change to nuclear proliferation and

from global health to violent extremism, cannot be solved by
nations on their own, even by one as powerful as the United
States. Solutions will require coordinated near-term action
and compromises by all governments, big and small, irre-
spective of their political philosophy. This brings the United
States in line with other major powers, especially those in
Europe; for example, interdependence is central to the
world-view of the British prime minister, Gordon Brown.9

However, one of the first challenges for President Obama
is that the United States is seen by many across the world
more as a source of global problems than part of their
solution. In the case of climate change, for example, the
United States is responsible for around 30 per cent of
current levels of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere; it
remains one of the world’s largest emitters of greenhouse
gases in the world, with emissions per capita more than
double those of the EU and five times those of China. The
United States is also one of the largest energy-consuming
nations in the world, with per-capita consumption twice as
high as in the UK and nearly six times as high as in China.10

Both of these factors reflect a host of structural factors from
the abundance of cheap coal to the vast distances
connecting economic and population centres.11 However,
international polls consistently rank the United States as the
country that is doing the most to damage the world’s envi-
ronment.12 President Obama has made clear his intention
that the United States will address this problem with
urgency and determination. However, taking a leadership
role internationally on confronting climate change and
energy security from this starting point will be difficult.

Similarly, as the current financial and economic crisis
originated in the United States, attempts to lead other
countries and regions in their response will be less credible.
Support for the ‘Washington Consensus’ as a model for
economic reform had already frayed in Asian countries
following the aggressive US intervention in their 1997
financial crisis − the IMF was perceived as having acted
largely according to US instructions.13 Now China, which
had been pressured by the United States in recent years to
open up its banking system, feels justified in its more
cautious approach to economic reform.14 And, across
Europe, the US commitment to an Anglo-Saxon model of
market liberalism, by recent Democratic as well as
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Republican administrations, has become synonymous with
a deregulatory excess which must be resisted in the future.
US input into the design of a new international financial
architecture and regulation must start from this point.

The view of the United States as a source of instability is
most pronounced in the Middle East. In addition to deep
resentment over the generally uncritical stance that succes-
sive US administrations have taken over Israel’s policies
towards the Palestinians, the violence and chaos that befell
Iraq following the US-led invasion of the country called
into question America’s military as well as its political
competence. The invasion of Iraq has also fed new
conspiracy theories across the region. A recent poll of six of
the most pro-US Arab states revealed that 88 per cent of
respondents considered the United States to be one of the
two states that pose the biggest threat to them (behind
Israel at 95 per cent).15 While support for US values remains
high across the Middle East, therefore, suspicion of US
policies and political motives is higher still. Fundamentally,
the invasion of Iraq has shifted perceptions of the United
States from being an external actor that could contribute to
security by balancing regional powers to being directly
entangled, and constrained by its presence in Iraq from
intervening with impunity elsewhere in the region.16

Outside the Middle East, the US intervention in Iraq
(and, to a lesser extent, Afghanistan) is widely seen as
having increased the radicalization of Muslims across the
region and elsewhere, especially in European countries
with large immigrant populations from Muslim countries.17

Rather than defeating international terrorism through its
military operations, the United States is accused of fanning
its flames and confirming its narrative that America is at
war with Islam. While President Obama and his adminis-
tration cannot be linked to Bush administration decisions,
continuing US military engagement in Iraq and
Afghanistan during his first term at least could sustain
many of these regional concerns and popular perceptions.

The gap between aspiration and interest

The second big challenge for President Obama in re-estab-
lishing US international leadership is that the US foreign

policy activism of the last eight years, far from under-
scoring a US commitment to leading democracy
promotion and the protection of human rights, has served
rather to highlight the persistent divide between the values
that the United States says it stands for internationally, on
the one hand, and the pressures of realpolitik and US
domestic interests, on the other.

The perception of this divide is especially strong in the
Middle East. Here, the Bush administration vacillated
between pushing its democracy agenda and pursuing its
‘war on terror’. In the end, the advantages of retaining
close bilateral relationships with authoritarian govern-
ments in countries such as Egypt and Saudi Arabia,
which play a critical role in combating Islamist
extremism, won out over the desire to pressure these
regimes to relax their domestic political control.18 The
result has been to push together establishment leader-
ships and many of their liberal, sometimes more secular
opponents (whose political ambitions Western govern-
ments had hoped to nurture), while leaving the role of
‘democratic’ opposition to more fundamentalist,
religious parties or movements, whether these be the
Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, Hamas in the Palestinian
Territories or the Justice and Charity movement in
Morocco.

In other parts of the world, the hangover from US Cold
War policies combines with scepticism over the US
democracy promotion agenda to limit America’s scope to
act as a leading agent of positive change. Two important
regions stand out in this respect. In sub-Saharan Africa,
popular support for American culture and values mixes
with a continuing widespread suspicion of US motives
that is rooted in its past engagement in Cold War proxy
conflicts and support of anti-communist authoritarian
governments in South Africa, Namibia, Angola,
Mozambique, among others, and across the Horn of
Africa.19 All of these countries experienced violence and
trauma as a result of Cold War competition between the
United States and the Soviet Union. The United States’
new level of interest in Africa has coincided with
renewed competition for African minerals and resources
and the emergence of anti-Western terrorist groups, and
this has compounded governments’ suspicions of US
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motives. Despite the great goodwill for President Obama
in Africa as a result of his Kenyan heritage, he also has a
heavy legacy of distrust to overcome.

In Central Asia, positive relations in the early years of
this decade between Washington and the governing
regimes there turned sour as local leaders drew back from
US pressure to pursue a path of ‘managed democratization’,
which they feared would result not only in a loss of power
for them, but also in a broader instability in their
countries.20 Central Asian leaders suspected that the US
idea of creating a Greater Central Asian Partnership was,
in fact, an effort to weaken the influence of Russia and
China, the main regional great powers, and, ultimately, to
connect the region to the ‘Greater Middle East’ dominated
by the United States. They concluded that the United
States wanted to use the instability in Afghanistan to
justify NATO’s continued presence in Central Asia and the
extension of its operations outside the Euro-Atlantic area –
perhaps even to prepare a foothold from which to attack
Iran at a later date. Today, leaders of all five Central Asian
states have learned the art of ‘multi-vectoring’: playing off
the US, Russia and China against each other in order to
maximize strategic gains for their own countries – and
democratization has been relegated to the back seat.

The tension between spreading US values and pursuing
US strategic interests has been a persistent theme of US
foreign policy. But Barack Obama takes power at a time
when the spectres of Abu Ghraib, the Guantánamo Bay
detention facility and extraordinary renditions to
countries that practise torture, as well as continuing close
US relations with authoritarian governments, have
reminded other governments and world public opinion

that the United States has long sought to be the champion
of democracy and human rights while sidestepping these
values when its national interests dictate a more self-inter-
ested course. The Obama presidency will need to spend
considerable effort repairing the image and brand of
America and reconnecting it with stated US values before
it can reclaim its leading role in promoting positive change
around the world.

Rising regional activism

Even as the Obama administration moves to reverse some
of the most egregious policies that weakened US global
leadership, it now faces new challenges to America’s future
leadership potential from a number of quarters. Over the
past eight years, the limits of US economic and military
power have been exposed at the very time when other
countries and non-state actors are discovering the extent
of their own. The result has been a growing ‘insurgency’
against the exercise of US power and leadership on the
international stage. This insurgency has taken two forms.

Competition from rising powers: In the first place, rising
powers – Russia, China and India, in particular – are
chafing at US regional and global dominance. Each of
these states has raised its diplomatic and military profile
within its own regional orbit and deepened its economic
links with other countries. All three, as well as others with
more explicit anti-American agendas, have sought to
weaken US international leverage in specific ways. The
decision by Russia and China to create the Shanghai
Cooperation Organization along with their Central Asian
neighbours is one example. Venezuela’s diplomatic
activism in the Caribbean and the Andean region of Latin
America is another. And a third is Russia’s efforts to build
some form of international gas cartel with other ‘oppo-
nents’ of the United States, such as Iran, which could
counter-balance the Saudi-dominated OPEC.

But the process of challenging US international leader-
ship has also been more subtle. Leaders of allies of the
United States, such as France and Germany, talk openly of
the emergence of a more multipolar world order not as an
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outcome to be avoided, but as one which to which the
United States should adapt.21 There is no desire now to
return to a new period of US hegemony, even under
President Obama.

The drive for regional leadership: At the same time, there
has been a growing consciousness that the erosion of US
international leadership demands that other countries
group together to play a more proactive global or regional
role. US leadership is now facing increased competition,
not only from individual strategic competitors but also
from a proliferation of disparate regional initiatives.
Among the most notable examples of this trend are the
following:

� The EU’s evolving Eastern Partnership and its new
Mediterranean Union are increasingly providing the
institutional frameworks within which East
European, North African and certain Middle East
countries will define their integration into the global
economy. The EU’s collective economic clout and the
desire of other countries not to be dominated by their
connections to the US are also drawing the EU into
parts of the world where the United States had grown
accustomed to playing the dominant external role –
China, for example, or Latin America. Over the last
ten years, the EU has developed an expanding
‘strategic partnership’ with China, has negotiated an
Economic Partnership, Political Coordination and
Cooperation Agreement with Mexico (which
includes a Free Trade Agreement) and continues its
negotiations to conclude a similarly broad agreement
with the Mercosur countries.22

The EU is also seeking its own international lead-
ership role on certain specific global challenges where
the United States has been notably absent, most
obviously on the climate change agenda. Here,
America’s difficulty in offering a constructive
position at the Bali negotiations in December 2007
led to one of the most memorable articulations of
international frustration with the US role, when
Kevin Conrad, Papua New Guinea’s delegate to the
convention, appealed to the US delegation: ‘If for

some reason you are not willing to lead, leave it to the
rest of us. Please get out of the way.’23 Since then, the
EU’s decision to implement wide-ranging and legally
binding commitments to emissions reduction,
renewable energy and energy efficiency have placed it
in an international leadership position.

� In Asia, the Obama administration will encounter a
greatly increased sense of a pan-Asian identity across
a region where US diplomacy had held sway.24 The
emergence of this pan-Asian identity is inevitably
both a reaction to and a manifestation of the
economic success of China. It is reflected in the
plethora of new bilateral and regional trading agree-
ments across Asia and the deepening of relatively new
regional political organizations, such as the ASEAN
Regional Forum, the ‘ASEAN plus three’ and the East
Asia Summit grouping. The financial melt-down in
the United States, while reminding regional leaders of
their dependence on the US market, has also given
new impetus to the region’s desire to strengthen its
economic integration and political coordination. It
has also given new confidence to leaders there to
manage their own affairs rather than follow US
advice. This is most notable in China and India,
which are now expected to be as much a part of the
solution to the regional and global economic crisis as
is the United States itself.

� A similar turn inward to find home-grown ways to
achieve economic growth and political stability is
taking place in the Middle East. Increased scepticism
over the value of US leadership in the region,
combined with the fear of the radical alternatives –
Iranian hegemony or the growing power of extremist
groups – are strengthening the idea that the region
should take charge of its own affairs to pre-empt worse
being imposed, whether from outside or inside.25

Moderate leaders across the Middle East face the risk
that rampant anti-American and anti-Israeli sentiment
will be exploited both by the traditional opponents of
the United States and Israel (Iran and Syria in partic-
ular) and by newly resurgent non-state actors, such as
al-Qaeda, Hamas and Hizbollah. The result has been a
series of regionally generated initiatives to broker deals
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between different Palestinian factions, between the
different competing forces in Lebanon and between
Israel, Hamas and Syria. The Arab League has also
launched its own Arab Peace Initiative, which proposes
region-wide Arab normalization of relations with
Israel for the first time in the League’s history. On the
economic front, wealthier Gulf states have played a key
role in trying to drive economic modernization from
the Gulf across North Africa by investing in a series of
major infrastructural projects. Even though their long-
term impact is yet to be tested, the contrast with the
last oil-fed boom in the 1970s, which largely led to
investment outside the region, is telling.

� In Latin America, the Obama administration faces
much more assertive governments seeking a new rela-
tionship with the developed world, and especially with
the United States.26 The region’s economic fate is no
longer determined by its geographic proximity to the
US: Latin American economies now sell their
commodities and services to and receive inward
investment from a growing array of countries, of which
China is the most important. This has helped them
achieve an unusually prolonged period of fast growth
since 2003, with low inflation and, for many, a balance-
of-payments surplus. The leverage enjoyed previously
in Latin America by the US-dominated IMF and
World Bank has declined, while US influence over the
Organization of American States (OAS), which had
been a creature of the United States during the Cold
War, has been completely eroded. Today, leaders in the
region, from Brazil’s Lula da Silva to Venezuela’s Hugo
Chávez, are jointly committed to designing a new
development bank for Latin America, a project for
political integration (designed to replace the OAS) and
a plan for regional defence, which is intended to
replace the 1947 Inter-American Treaty of Reciprocal
Assistance. Even if several of Latin America’s
numerous leaders on the left fall victim to the current
economic crisis, it is highly unlikely that their succes-
sors will want to return to the status quo ante of US
regional leadership.

� Another visible erosion of US influence is taking
place acrossAfrica. It is here that China, in particular,

is emerging as an alternative agent of change in a part
of the developing world that would earlier have
looked to the United States and to US-guided institu-
tions such as the World Bank and IMF for its path to
sustainable economic growth and political reform.27

Large-scale Chinese and, increasingly, Indian invest-
ment offers the opportunity for African governments
to secure major infrastructure and social projects
without having to relax their hold on the levers of
power, as the US tends to demand.28 The result is that
in Africa too the Obama administration will need to
navigate a far more crowded foreign policy and insti-
tutional environment than President Bush had
inherited.

The global political awakening

A further trend limiting the ability of the United States to
reclaim the sort of international leadership role it has
exercised for the past fifty years concerns what Zbigniew
Brzezinski has called the ‘global political awakening’ that
has taken place over the past decade and that will
intensify over the coming years.29 President Obama
comes to power amid a dramatic upsurge in individual
and public access to information and commentary across
the world. This trend has been enabled largely by US-led
advances in communications technology and news
diffusion since the 1980s. Ironically, however, this broad
global political awakening, rather than drawing people
closer to US visions of global political change, is often
feeding popular suspicions of US policies and strategic
intentions. It is heightening frustrations among popula-
tions in developing countries with the contradictions
between American values, which are gaining increasing
support, and the traditional hard-nosed pursuit of US
interests in these same areas of the world.

In the Middle East, for example, the increased US
military presence is accompanied by an upsurge in online
blogging and instant commentary from satellite TV
channels that growing numbers of people can access and
engage with.30 Arab governments must compete with
sometimes more radical, sometimes more liberal voices
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across the airwaves and digital media to shape opinions
and reactions to events in the Arab-speaking world. The
scope for governments in the region to cut back-room
deals with the United States over their people’s heads is
increasingly limited.

The same phenomenon is taking place across China,
where as many people now have broadband internet access
as in the US − a trend that is projected to continue to
increase rapidly.31 Here, the rise of online blogging and
commentary, while serving partly as the liberalizing force
many in the West had hoped for, has also fed the rise of
popular Chinese nationalism.32 This nationalism sees the
United States, in particular, as a source of future competi-
tion or conflict and argues that China needs to stand up
more firmly to what are seen as self-serving US demands,
even if this means that China must ‘go it alone’ in the
future. Chinese leaders will continue to try to balance the
country’s competing popular, economic and strategic
interests, but increasingly they will need, at the very least,
to appear to be more representative.

Overall, this growing global political awakening may
not contribute to an organic process of democratization
in countries currently ruled by authoritarian govern-
ments. In fact, it can lead to precisely the opposite effect.
For example, regimes in the Middle East have turned the
new visibility brought by the internet and popular media
to their own advantage. They are using the now familiar
connection between US-military-led efforts to bring
democracy to countries such as Iraq, and the barbaric
response of al-Qaeda and its supporters, to alert their
largely conservative populations to the unpredictable
consequences of seeking to unseat their own rulers. In

China, the government has so far proved fairly
successful at controlling and monitoring the rapidly
mushrooming network of internet communications: it is
trying to steer China’s own political awakening towards
patriotism and local activism and accountability, and to
divert it from protest and a search for democratic
political change.

The missteps as well as the achievements of the Obama
administration will receive added scrutiny in this environ-
ment. And the global political awakening will complicate
the space within which it can play a leadership role in
promoting change among the ruling elites and peoples
across the developing world.

A hiatus in democratization?

Barack Obama comes to power at a time when the advan-
tages of democratization are being called into question,
both from the perspective of the countries that might
undergo the process and from the perspective of US
national interests. For the governments of many devel-
oping countries, the model of achieving economic growth
before instituting popular political engagement has been
given a big boost by the example of China. From sub-
Saharan Africa to North Africa and the Middle East, and
from Latin America to Southeast Asia, the same case is
being made: certain countries should pursue, if at all
possible, a period of centrally driven economic regenera-
tion, focusing on investments in physical, economic and
social infrastructure that can raise standards of living and
make a country competitive on the international stage,
before considering whether to introduce a more represen-
tative form of government. A strong authoritarian govern-
ment can sometimes push through the sorts of market-
opening measures that other emerging economies with
representative governments would find far harder to carry
out. Southeast Asia has been a good example of this
process.33 Indonesia, Taiwan and South Korea, for example,
now actively support and experience a Western type of
democracy, but each first broke out of their status as devel-
oping economies under authoritarian governments.
Others, including Singapore and the Philippines, still
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maintain a system of ‘guided democracy’ that is continuing
to prove relatively successful.

One question for the new administration, therefore, is
whether it should ease off the past US commitments to
lead international democracy promotion, which tended
to be selective in their application in any case, and
emphasize instead its understanding of the different
cultural and societal contexts for change within specific
countries. European democracies and others including
Australia, Israel and Japan are some of America’s closest
allies, and having more such allies would undoubtedly be
a positive outcome from a US perspective. However,
greater democracy in the Middle East could carry unpre-
dictable consequences for US regional or global interests
at a time when crises such as the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict could dominate the external relations of govern-
ments in the region. South Asia is a different, but equally
interesting case in point. India, a well-established federal
democracy, has been a focus of increased US foreign
policy attention for at least the last ten years, most
recently receiving a waiver from the International
Atomic Energy Agency at US request in order to enable
it to gain access to civilian nuclear technology while not
being a declared nuclear weapons state. But, despite this
US support, India remains far from sharing the same
international priorities as the United States, whether in
its policies on Burma (Myanmar), engagement with Iran
or climate change. India may be flattered by the greater
attention it receives from the US; but there is no willing-
ness to move towards becoming a fully-fledged US ally.34

Moreover, in an interdependent world of major global
challenges, the strength of national governments – their
ability to implement change domestically while not losing
popular legitimacy – may be more important in the short

term than the means by which they derive their popular
legitimacy. Effective governments, even those based on a
very different model from the United States, will be key
partners for dealing with the pressing challenges of interde-
pendence during the Obama administration. However
important it remains from a human rights perspective,
America’s Cold War and post-Cold War strategic goal of
leading the transition to a world governed by democracies
may need to give way to the more practical near-term goals
of resolving specific regional conflicts and addressing critical
global problems that will sometimes require the support of
strong, if not democratically elected governments.

The need to rethink US leadership

It is clear from this brief review of the international
context that the United States will face significant chal-
lenges to regaining its international leadership position,
even with a gifted new president. US powers of
diplomacy and compromise will be severely tested in an
increasingly interdependent world. The United States
must overcome the fact that it is frequently seen as being
part of the global problem rather than the source of the
solution. The contradictions between the values that the
United States promotes and the actions that it has taken
internationally have become increasingly apparent. At
the same time, the United States faces new competition
for influence and leadership on the world stage from
opponents, allies and major new powers. It must also
contend with a global political awakening that is height-
ening popular frustrations with America’s privileged
position and restricting the room for manoeuvre of
governments that would nevertheless like to work with
the American administration. And the United States may
need to make difficult new compromises between its
historical role leading the spread of democracy globally,
which has been one of the lodestars of recent US foreign
policy, and the need to find strong partner governments
which can confront global problems.

Given this context, it will be very difficult for President
Obama and his administration to repeat the feat of the
1940s and 1950s and use the country’s economic, military
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and diplomatic clout to lead the search for international
solutions to contemporary global challenges, whether by
dominating existing international institutions, by creating
new ones which reflect its own list of priorities or by
applying its power directly towards instituting political
and economic reform in countries across the world.

The next chapter puts these new constraints on US inter-
national leadership into a broader and more dynamic
context. America may not have the same scope to lead inter-
nationally under President Obama as it has done on and off
for the past sixty years, but it remains a uniquely powerful
and influential nation on the world stage.
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3. The Resilience of
US Power

The new constraints on America’s capacity to continue its
role as the world’s leading nation may be real, but they do
not offer a dynamic picture of the choices that face the
Obama administration. First, the United States’ interna-
tional options will be determined not simply by the
external constraints on its power that were described in the
last chapter, but also by the limits on other countries’
capacity and aspirations on the international stage.
Second, the United States is a country that has persistently
surprised by its ability to adapt to a changing world.
Indeed, adaptability, entrepreneurialism and self-belief are
some of its strongest attributes. Can America adapt once
again? If it can, and if other countries are either incapable
of playing a more assertive international role or not inter-
ested in doing so, then it will be up to the Obama admin-
istration to design an international role for the country
that bridges its continuing potential to exert leadership
even in a changed world and a third important factor
covered in this chapter: the domestic constraints on US
international leadership.

It’s lonely at the top

As discussed above, one of themain structural constraints on
US international leadership in the coming years will be the
increasing influence and confidence of other international
actors. But to what extent will other countries be willing and
able to challenge US leadership in ways that would demand
a fundamental rethink of America’s international role?

China holds back: The country that is held up as the most
likely challenger to the United States in the next decade is
China. By virtue of the size of its population and labour
force, its GDP and, most importantly, its growing integra-
tion into the world economy, China is having an ever
greater impact beyond its shores. In the near future,
however, this impact is not likely to result in a competition
with the United States for global leadership. The Chinese
government’s central priority is its own economic develop-
ment. Most importantly, it needs to ensure that it can grow
rich before it grows old, securing access to the commodi-
ties that feed its economy and building up a social infra-
structure that meets rising popular expectations and that
can sustain its ageing population.35 It must also establish a
sustainable model of economic growth, fed more by
domestic consumption than, as now, by a dependence on
exports, and less ravenous for imported commodities and
energy.

To this day, therefore, Deng Xiaoping’s dictum that
China should bide its time, ‘be good at maintaining a low
profile and never claim leadership’ still holds mostly true.36

For the time being, China wants neither to share leader-
ship nor to take the international reins from the United
States. This is the view that appears to dominate the
thinking of China’s leadership cadres, who tend to rank
themselves not second, but a distant fifth or sixth on the
world power scale – after the United States and also after
such ‘old’ world powers as Russia, Britain, France and
Germany. So, despite strengthening its diplomatic and
economic relations across East Asia and with key
commodity suppliers in the Middle East, Latin America
and Africa, China continues to avoid the role of arbiter of
international peace and security or donning the mantle of
a global economic leader in the mould of some members
of the G-8 group of countries.37

A flawed Russia: The country that talks most openly about
challenging US international power is Russia. As a UN
Security Council permanent member, a leading nuclear
weapons state and one of the world’s largest oil and gas
exporters, Russia has some of the key attributes of a world
power. But its weaknesses outweigh these strengths.
Economically, it remains dependent for its solvency on
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energy and mineral exports and has yet to diversify suffi-
ciently into other sectors. Even on the commodity export
front, political interference in the management of business,
obstacles to foreign investment and a lack of compensating
domestic financial, human and technological resources are
limiting its current and future export potential. Its
economic and social infrastructure, from hospitals and
pipelines to railways and industrial plant, is in dire need of
modernization. If the world experiences another
prolonged phase of low energy prices, this modernization
will not take place. Moreover, Russia may face a demo-
graphic time-bomb, with its population predicted to
decline from 140 million in 2010 to roughly 120 million in
2035.38

Given its geography and history, Russia also remains
strategically fixated on its neighbourhood rather than on
promoting global change. It is determined to halt or roll
back NATO and US influence on its eastern and southern
periphery, and must confront the spread of Islamic
extremism from Central Asia as well as the massive popu-
lation imbalances along its border with China. Unlike the
United States, Russia lacks an alliance or allies of more
than symbolic importance. This further limits its ability to
be more than a spoiling power on the international stage.

The EU’s still nascent power: One actor that could start to
challenge America in the future as an international leader
is the European Union. The EU’s combined GDP now
exceeds that of the United States, while its population is
larger by nearly 200 million. More importantly from an
external perspective, as a customs union with a single
executive body (the European Commission) overseeing
the Single Market, the EU holds great sway in the global
economy and in international trade negotiations. The
weight of its economy has given it real influence in new
areas of international negotiation, such as combating
climate change. Its single currency offers an increasingly
viable alternative to the dollar as an international reserve
currency. Although atomized and lacking the high-tech-
nology equipment and budgetary resources of the United
States, its military is larger, in terms of the combined
number of national troops. And the number of EU-
mandated foreign assistance and peace-keeping

programmes has been growing steadily in recent years.
But for all its latent and nascent potential, the EU

currently lacks the collective aspiration, the political
organization and centralized resources to fulfil its theoret-
ical potential on the world stage. While EU member states
bring considerable willpower to their internal integration
(as demonstrated most clearly by the creation of the euro
area), they remain far more ambivalent about integrating
their foreign and security policy, which remains mainly
intergovernmental in terms of decision-making and
implementation. And, given the growing pressures on its
periphery from political instability in North Africa, the
Caucasus, Russia and the Middle East, the EU’s external
affairs are dominated by its regional security and
economic interests. Finally, EU member states remain
internally conflicted as to whether they should be building
their international role in parallel to, in coordination with
or jointly with the United States, their principal strategic
ally. One of the most important lessons from the difficult
debate over the Iraq War in 2002–03 was that Europe
cannot build itself into a world leader in opposition to the
United States. Now, the arrival of the Obama administra-
tion offers a major opportunity for strengthening the
transatlantic relationship.

Ambivalence and suspicion: None of these three actors,
nor any other major regional powers from Brazil to India
and from Iran to South Africa, can match the United States
in the immediate future in terms of global leadership
potential. They may play a more active or even a dominant
role in their own regions and they may flex their muscles
or even take the lead in certain international negotiations.
But none of them can actually supplant the United States
in its broader international leadership role. A key factor
affecting each of the states that might challenge America is
that their leadership aspirations, whether regionally or
internationally, trigger their own counter-reactions.
China, India, Japan, Russia and Iran, for example, all have
neighbours that view a rise in their relative power as a
cause for concern. There are a number of options for
neighbours to respond to this concern, but one of them is
to reach out to the United States as the sole global super-
power, either bilaterally or in an institutional or alliance



context. As a result, opposition to or scepticism about
America’s recent foreign policies has not led to a wholesale
rejection of the value of a proactive US international role,
or a desire by concerned governments to evict the United
States from their respective regions or to break off
relations with US-backed alliances where these exist.

Europeans, more than others, exemplify this ambiva-
lence between the desire to wean themselves from their
dependence on US leadership and the desire to retain the
benefits of US engagement in their security affairs. Despite
its many epitaphs since the end of the Cold War, NATO
remains Europe’s principal security alliance, with the
United States providing the Alliance’s Supreme Allied
Commander and the bulk of its strategic military assets.
Russia’s more assertive stance towards the countries
around its territory has led to a resurgence of interest in
the credibility of NATO’s Article V guarantee, which states
that members will take action as they deem necessary,
including the use of armed force, if one or more of them
comes under attack. America’s backing of that guarantee is
critical. And the linkages between NATO and EU enlarge-
ment continue to support both processes. In fact, having
concluded how counter-productive it was for their respec-
tive countries to try to ‘build Europe’ in opposition to the
United States, both Nicolas Sarkozy and Angela Merkel
have sought to repair their transatlantic security relation-
ship.39 President Sarkozy has even indicated his interest in
bringing France back into NATO’s integrated military
command, provided the United States offers more explicit
support for the fledgling European Security and Defence
Policy.

In the Middle East, pro-US elites in many Arab
countries see no alternative but to maintain their alliances
with the United States, despite the strong popular opposi-
tion that this policy engenders.40 Whether it is to manage
the strategic threat posed by Iran and by the rise of Islamist
extremist groups or to follow through successfully on
plans to diversify and strengthen their domestic
economies, the United States remains a vital partner whose
active engagement and support they cannot afford to turn
away.

Across Asia, even as policy-makers have strengthened
their regional interaction and institutions, no sustained

effort has been made to weaken US security ties to key
countries in the region – from Japan to South Korea and
Taiwan. Arguably, US security alliances and commitments
in East Asia have provided the benign strategic context
within which China’s economic rise could take place
without as yet unlocking deep counter-reactions driven by
its neighbours’ security fears.

Despite moments of deliberate or accidental US heavy-
handedness, it is a fact that US-led or US-dominated
multilateral and bilateral alliances tend to operate with a
degree of collegiality that has few precedents in history. Its
allies might wish that the United States were wiser, but
they rarely have wished it to be weaker.41

America’s resilience

Given the limits to other countries’ capacity or desire to
take on or share America’s broad international role, the
second factor to consider is the extent to which the United
States has the internal attributes to retain, for the foresee-
able future, the same sort of outward impact and magnetic
force that it has exerted over the past sixty years.

President Obama steps into the White House at a
moment of acute US domestic economic crisis.
Unemployment is rising towards 8 per cent; house prices
(Americans’ single largest asset) have fallen by some 30 per
cent from their 2006 peaks; and federal deficits are
predicted in the region of a staggering $2 trillion per year
for both 2009 and 2010. The financial crash of autumn
2008 was more than just the result of reckless financial
activities. Sustained high consumption levels by an
American middle class that had seen its real spending
power eroded over the past decade had been fed largely by
debt, much of it mortgage- and credit card-backed. De-
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leveraging the US economy will be a painful process and
will take time.

The economy also suffers from some structural weak-
nesses that were visible prior to the onset of the
recession.42 These include an ageing physical infrastruc-
ture (including transportation and energy generation and
transmission), a negative savings rate (and hence
persistent trade deficit), spiralling health-care costs, a
social security fund that is projected to fall into deficit as
the current generation of ‘baby-boomers’ now reach
retirement age, and a growing proportion of the rising
domestic energy demand having to be met by imports.
Barack Obama has said that America’s economic
recovery will be the centrepiece of his presidency, and he
clearly wants to link a near-term stimulus package with
long-term plans to reform health care, greatly improve
energy efficiency and security, invest in US infrastructure
and raise middle-class incomes.

Still the most powerful nation on earth: Inevitably, given
America’s current economic state, the conversation inside
Washington and in capitals around the world over the past
year has turned to the decline in US power. But, by most
measures, the United States still stands in its own league in
the combination of human, economic, political and
military resources that it possesses and that it can deploy
in defence of its interests internationally. To name just a
few of the highlights:

� Latest estimates put America’s GDP at about $14.5
trillion in 2008. On a purchasing-power parity
comparison this is almost twice as large as China’s
($7.8 trillion) and on a par with the EU’s (a little under
$15 trillion). As far as the current global economic
crisis is concerned, predicted real falls in US GDP in
2009–10 will be mirrored by serious declines in the
rate of growth of these same competitors, therefore not
affecting greatly the relative balance of economic
power. And while other major powers might match or
be catching up with the US in GDP terms, on a per-
capita basis America’s advantage is much more secure.
With a population of 300 million, the US in 2008 had
a GDP per capita that stood at $48,000. By comparison,

the GDP per capita of China was $6,100 (for a popula-
tion of 1.3 billion) and that of the EU was $33,800 (for
a population of 495 million).43

� The US is well endowed with natural resources – it
still produces around 10 per cent of the world’s crude
oil (although this now satisfies less than half of its
domestic demand) and possesses the world’s largest
coal reserves.44 It remains one of the world’s largest
food producers and agricultural exporters.

� Even in the midst of the current economic crisis, US
multinational companies and financial institutions
are among the leading holders of foreign investments
in economies across the world, while the dollar
remains the world’s leading reserve currency. The
ability to access US consumer and financial markets
and US technology, or conversely the imposition of
sanctions that limit that access, can have a serious
effect on other countries’ economies.

� America’s economic power is also institutional and
political; it possesses by far the largest single country
voting weight in the IMF and World Bank and is the
biggest contributor to the UN budget.45

� It is in the realm of international security , however,
that US power is most noticeable. The US defence
budget is estimated at $515 billion in FY 2009, to
which can be added a further $70−$100 billion or
more in supplemental authorizations principally for
the operations in Afghanistan and Iraq.46 Today, this
combined budget is roughly equal to the rest of the
world’s military spending combined.

� US military power extends far beyond the sheer scale
of financial resources spent on America’s armed
forces. Over the past decade, US air, naval and ground
forces have become networked via a space-based
surveillance, reconnaissance, command-and-control
system that permits maximum military flexibility and
responsiveness from the highest chains of command
to the platoon level.

� America’s political-military power is underpinned by a
network of bases, bilateral security relationships and
alliances that spans the globe. To this can be added a
diplomatic service that is transforming its structure and
operations for the 21st century and a host of intelli-



gence-gathering agencies which have been receiving
significantly increased resources since the 9/11 attacks.
These can drawonhighly sophisticated land- and space-
based monitoring capabilities, enormous quantities of
classified and open-source research, and a growing
reserve of human resources, all dedicated to promoting
or defending US interests across the world.

The US economic crisis – the world’s crisis: At the same
time, the financial and economic crisis that has shaken the
world since the implosion of the US sub-prime market in
the autumn of 2008 has served as a stark reminder of how
dependent both established and rising economies across
the world remain upon a healthy US economy, especially
its consumer and financial markets. Whether in export-
dependent Asian and European manufacturing markets, in
commodity-exporting countries from the Gulf to Latin
America, or in markets that rely upon foreign direct
investment and external finance, from Russia to sub-
Saharan Africa, the sudden drop in US economic demand
and financial outflows, including remittances, has had an
immediate and damaging international impact. The
corollary of this phenomenon is that decisions by the US
on how it stimulates and restructures its economy towards
a new path of sustainable growth will remain of direct
importance to the global economy and to its many
component national economies for the foreseeable future.

America’s economic self-confidence also remains vital
to the future success of international initiatives to tackle
persisting barriers to trade and investment. Under US
leadership, market-driven economies and trade liberaliza-

tion have spread, to various degrees, across a wide range of
countries – not only democracies, but also autocracies,
including the world’s most populous country, China.
Overall, during the period since the collapse of the Soviet
Union, which has seen the spread of democracy and more
open markets, hundreds of millions of people have seen
their standards of living rise, moving from a subsistence
existence to one of regular employment and income.47

If the United States were to move to a new political
consensus that questioned the value of keeping open its own
market to the goods, services and investment of others, or if
it stopped serving as the beacon for the benefits that open
markets bring to national competitiveness and wealth
creation, it is hard to envisage which other single country or
regional grouping might take on the role of moving forward
the WTO’s Doha Round or of championing new multilat-
eral initiatives on trade. US policies and popular attitudes to
international trade and investment really matter not only for
the United States itself but for the whole world.

America’s trio of attributes for economic regeneration: A
critical question when considering America’s future global
leadership role, then, is whether or not the current
economic crisis spells the end of America’s unique
economic dynamism or whether it can retain its economic
superiority in the longer term. The fact is that the United
States still possesses a trio of unique national attributes
that mean it is well positioned to remain one of the most
creative and dynamic societies in the world.

� First among these is the linkage between its open
economic model and its great attractiveness to some of
the most talented and ambitious immigrants from
around the world. America’s large and diversified
economy, with multiple competing centres of activity in
the north and south and on both coasts, low barriers to
establishing businesses, and flexible labour markets, has
historicallymanaged to sustain lowunemployment rates
among immigrants and has offered them the potential
to move into more skilled and better-paid careers.

Net migration rates into the United States remain
high and continue to comprise a mix of those
attracted to opportunities for low-paid manual or
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service jobs and those at the knowledge-intensive end
of the labour market. While total population numbers
in the EU, Japan and Russia are projected to decline
and China’s ratio of elderly to young will rise dramat-
ically in the next decades, the United States’ popula-
tion is projected to grow to over 400 million by the
middle of the century, with a relatively healthy overall
mix of the working-age population to the elderly.48

Moreover, whereas immigration and an open internal
market will help drive new economic growth in the
US, the relative resistance to immigration in other
major economies such as the EU, Japan and Russia
will limit their comparative growth potential. China
and India, for their part, must do all they can to
achieve high levels of growth simply to provide
employment for their enormous growing domestic
workforces.

� Second, the US education system, although uneven
nationally and not in the top percentiles for its
primary and secondary schools, still has the great
majority of the world’s most prestigious and well-
endowed universities. This is a major attraction for
high-achieving immigrants, even if economic incen-
tives to return to their home nations have improved
across Asia, and in China and India in particular.
With a few exceptions, the education systems in
America’s main competitors in Europe and in Asia
have a long way to go before they could catch up with
US higher-education standards.49

� Third, the United States remains the main interna-
tional hub for technological invention. It has played a
pivotal role in all transformational technological devel-
opments of the 20th century – from automobiles,
nuclear and space technologies, the agricultural revo-
lution, the personal computer and the internet, to
genetic modification and new biomedical sciences.
The size and openness of America’s consumer and
financial markets, and the attractiveness of its univer-
sities to well-educated immigrants, as indicated above,
all point to the potential for continued technology
breakthroughs in the United States, putting it in a
strong position relative to its competitors. It has now
set its sights on becoming a world leader in green

energy and in renewable technologies, which
accounted for some 8 million jobs in the United States,
bringing in nearly $1 trillion in revenue in 2006.50

This unique trio of national attributes should help the
US overcome its current economic crisis and help generate
new levels of growth in the medium to long term. It is true
that the United States could still be trapped in a cycle of
economic decline by further partisan gridlock and bad
decisions within its executive and legislative branches of
government. But, as Fareed Zakaria has argued, a more
bipartisan and strategic approach to America’s long-term
economic challenges as well as to its regulatory supervi-
sion could trigger a new phase of strong economic growth
which could then help tackle its structural economic weak-
nesses.51 This appears to be the goal that President Obama
has set himself and where he will direct most of his energy
in the next four years.

America’s dynamic private sector and civil society: A
further important factor when considering the internal
foundations of America’s capacity for international leader-
ship and influence is that these are not determined solely
by the actions or decisions of its federal government. Some
of its most successful and influential agents of change
beyond its shores are non-governmental. These include
environmental NGOs such as the Sierra Club or the
Natural Resource Defense Council, humanitarian groups
such as Human Rights Watch and philanthropic founda-
tions such as the Rockefeller Foundation and the Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation. The Rockefeller Foundation
continues to lead the way in improving standards of food
security in the developing world, while in 2007 the Gates
Foundation alone made over $2 billion in grants to fight
disease and raise levels of global health, considerably more
than the World Health Organization.52 In fact, total
combined US private philanthropy to the developing
world amounted to nearly $35 billion in 2006, half as much
again as the $23.5 billion of official US assistance that year,
which was in itself double the total amount of the next
country, the United Kingdom.53

American businesses have also been powerful agents of
change in many countries. US multinational companies
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have created skilled jobs, brought new technologies and
work methods, and raised the competitive standard of
local suppliers and competitors in markets across the
world. Changes in US business practices, whether driven
by technology, domestic legislation or US and interna-
tional shareholder pressure, can also play through to the
global economy in significant ways. In the 1980s, for
example, US companies grasped the business potential of
an international initiative, supported by the US govern-
ment, to phase out ozone-depleting chemicals. The
global reach and power of US companies such as Dupont
provided some of the strongest channels for quickly and
broadly changing global standards.54 On a more contro-
versial note, the US corporate-led drive to use new forms
of genetically modified products to increase global agri-
cultural output met a fierce consumer backlash, even if in
many countries this technology is now helping raise agri-
cultural yields beyond their previous capacity. Now
President Obama’s drive to push through a green energy
revolution for the US economy could create a new
synergy between changing federal and state regulation,
the size of the US domestic market and long-term
business interests, and open up similar avenues for
American companies to play a leading international role
in the move towards a more energy-efficient global
economy.

Ultimately, one of the most powerful dimensions of
America’s international role has been the desire of indi-
viduals, companies and organizations in other countries
to learn from the American example and achieve similar
levels of success. As discussed above, there is now new
international competition to US business and economic
leadership from aspects of the European, Chinese and
Indian models. However, what Prof. Joseph Nye first
called America’s ‘soft power’ remains a significant
influence today. Whatever their governments may
think, recent polling of entrepreneurs in China and
India shows that they feel more comfortable with the US
approach to economic development that emphasizes
business and individual opportunity than they do with
the European alternative, which often seeks also to
promote social solidarity and security for the indi-
vidual.55

Sustaining America’s power projection: The remaining
structural internal determinant of future US international
power will be the continued willingness of Americans and
their legislators to sustain high levels of defence spending,
international troop deployments and alliance commitments,
following the experience of Iraq and in the context of the
nation’s ongoing economic crisis. Interestingly, even in the
current economic climate, there appears to be deep-seated
political and popular support for sustaining strong levels of
US defence spending and power projection. After 9/11,
Americans are more aware than ever of how dangerous the
world is beyond their shores, and protecting their security
comes high on their list of priorities.56 The military is among
the most respected of US professional institutions, and both
Democratic and Republican members of Congress continue
to compete to demonstrate which party can best be trusted
to maintain a strong US national security infrastructure. The
US defence budget currently amounts to between 4 and 4.5
per cent of GDP (depending on the level of supplemental
funds for Iraq and Afghanistan), which, though high, is not
unsustainable.

The US military has also learnt from its Iraq and
Afghanistan experiences.57 President Obama inherits a
battle-hardened military, with tried and tested technolo-
gies and command and control systems, and a senior
officer corps which, while concerned about the impact of
the current tempo of operations on members of the US
armed forces, is now immersed in adapting itself to the
requirements of militarily and politically complex counter-
insurgency operations. The asymmetric advantages that
insurgent groups were able to develop against US forces in
Iraq in 2005–06 have led the US military to adapt its
doctrine into one that blends conventional ‘kinetic’ opera-
tions with more defensive operations and stability strate-
gies in an attempt to win over local populations and hand
over security and governance to local governments.

Beware of foreign entanglements

The United States retains today all the main attributes of a
world power – even of a superpower. This gives it great
potential to renew its leadership role. However, it also faces
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significant internal obstacles, not just external ones, to its
ability to live up to this potential, particularly in a world
where many of the most important challenges are charac-
terized by interdependence and the need for cooperative
international solutions.

Most importantly, US legislators and much of the public
remain uncomfortable with interdependence and its impli-
cations. They still largely think of the United States as
master of its own destiny. The notion that it might have to
be dependent on other countries and governments to
achieve its goals is political anathema. The stance of the
Bush administration in its first term was extreme, but
telling. The prevailing view among cabinet members and
appointed officials was that international institutions would
hamper the ability of the United States to pursue its own and
the world’s interests and not deliver better results in return.

However, US scepticism about international agreements
is not just a phenomenon of the Bush era. Many of the
disagreements that led, under George W. Bush, to the delay
and then to the rejection of the Kyoto Protocol, the
International Criminal Court (ICC), the Comprehensive
Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) and the Ottawa Landmines
Convention actually arose during the Clinton presidency.
And US reluctance to ratify international environmental
agreements also preceded the Bush presidency; an
example is the US Senate’s failure to this day to ratify the
1992 Convention on Biological Diversity.

The reasons for this scepticism are myriad.58 They
include the basic fact that the United States’ unique
position as the world’s most powerful nation means that it
can afford sometimes to ignore the rules that others feel
they must abide by. The burdens of being the world’s only

superpower can also be used by US leaders to justify the
need for the United States not to be tied down legally in the
way that other nations may choose to be. Madeleine
Albright’s description of the United States as the ‘indis-
pensable nation’59 and Condoleezza Rice’s reference to it as
having a ‘special role in the world’60 reflect the sense of
separateness to which the nation that is rule-maker and
enforcer feels it should be entitled for the smooth func-
tioning of the overall system.

But there are also more specific reasons for the US reluc-
tance to be constrained by international agreements or
institutions that are likely to persist in a changed world.

� First, there is a deep-rooted ‘realist’ scepticism in the
United States about the value and importance of
international law. American thinkers, starting from
Hans Morgenthau in the 1950s, have tended to regard
international law as having, at most, an instrumental
value and not the sort of normative or moral
authority that European academics and policy-
makers accord to it. This view is widely held within
the US Congress, in particular by its Republican
members, making it very difficult for any administra-
tion to move forward with international agreements
that require a 60-vote majority in the US Senate to
enter into law.

� Second, the strong legalism of US domestic policy
and regulation makes administrations reluctant to
enter into international obligations which may then
have an impact on US domestic law and the provi-
sions of its constitution. This was the predominant
reason why the United States refused to ratify the ICC
Statute. Neither the administration nor the US
Congress would hand over the right to take decisions
affecting its own citizens to ‘undemocratic’ interna-
tional jurisdictions – ‘undemocratic’ because they
might force the administration to implement policies
that the Congress had not had the chance to approve.
The importance in the United States of the constitu-
tional separation of powers is therefore an important
structural hurdle to deeper US engagement in the
building of new international institutions and agree-
ments.
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� A third factor is the litigious nature of US society,
which makes the United States especially cautious
about taking on international commitments with
domestic legal effects. Administrations and private
US interests can be certain that new legally binding
international obligations will be tested in US courts,
potentially resulting in major penalties or financial
awards. Any new trade or environmental agreement,
in particular, will be intensely scrutinized by well-
resourced lobbyists representing the interests of US-
based industries.

Critical early questions for the Obama administration,
therefore, are how far it should take on this ingrained scep-
ticism to US participation in new international rule-
making, and whether it should make deeper institutional
engagement a central plank of the new US approach to
deal with the challenges of interdependence. On the one
hand, congressional frustration with the increasingly
negative implications for the United States of economic
globalization and with the relative decline of American
influence both inside the UN and in other international
institutions may create a less than propitious context.

On the other hand, Obama comes to the White House at
a time of growing political and public awareness of
America’s internal vulnerability to international chal-
lenges. This has been exemplified most clearly in the last
two years by the broad public and business acceptance of
scientific evidence showing the direct effects on climate
change of carbon emissions caused by human activity.
Efforts by grassroots political movements across the
United States have generated local, state and regional regu-
latory initiatives to reduce US carbon emissions, which
have brought growing pressure on the federal government
and US Congress to take action. In addition, the current
economic crisis has shed new light for many Americans on
their interdependence with the global economy, especially
with China. In September 2008, China overtook Japan as
the largest holder of US treasury bonds (some $580 billion
in total); it is also the world’s biggest foreign owner of US
dollars, which constitute some 70 per cent of its $2 trillion
foreign exchange reserves holdings.61 This symbiotic rela-
tionship between the world’s two largest national

economies has imposed a new discipline, over the past
decade, on what could otherwise have been a much more
tense bilateral economic and strategic relationship.

On balance, President Obama will need to use much of
his initial domestic political capital if the US is going to live
up to its aspiration to lead the international agenda
forward in response to the growing challenges of interde-
pendence.

Exceptionalism and interdependence

Despite the growing external pressures on the United
States’ ability to sustain its global leadership position,
which were described in Chapter 2, it is clear from the
above that there are a number of counter-forces which will
act as a brake on the process of relative American interna-
tional decline.

First, few other countries or groupings of countries
currently have either the desire or the capacity to achieve
the sort of dominant global position that the US already
occupies. And, even when acting in their own regions,
countries such as Russia, China and Iran have ended up
strengthening existing US alliances and bilateral relations.

Second, for all its structural flaws and its current
weakness, the US economy has some unique attributes that
provide the platform upon which America could rebuild its
leadership in the world. These attributes are a large and
open domestic market, strong immigration, world-class
tertiary and postgraduate education establishments, and the
drive to develop new technologies. It is quite conceivable
that, after the recent banking and sub-prime mortgage

Ready to Lead?

30

www.chathamhouse.org.uk

‘America may be exceptional in
its material and political power, but

it is unexceptional in its increasing

interdependence with the rest of

the world ’



The Resilience of US Power

31

www.chathamhouse.org.uk

meltdown, the US government can overcome the political
gridlock of the past decade and deliver the good domestic
governance to unlock America’s future economic potential.

Third, a wide range of internationally influential non-
governmental US actors, from businesses to foundations
and NGOs, provides further avenues for the export of US
values and policy priorities around the world.

But it is precisely the belief of Americans in their ability
to craft their own destiny thanks to these attributes, and
their faith in the correctness of their constitutional system
of government, that make it so difficult for them to accept
the implications of growing levels of global interdepend-
ence. It will be hard for the Obama administration to adapt

America's international role to the challenges of globaliza-
tion without engaging in a sustained debate that better
educates the US public about America's international
linkages. America may be exceptional in its material and
political power, but it is unexceptional in its increasing
interdependence with the rest of the world. And without a
better understanding of the greater constraints that such
interdependence imposes on US international leadership,
the tensions between Americans’ self-conception of their
nation as the world’s leading power and the rest of the
world’s growing resistance to this notion could become
deeply problematic. How then might the Obama adminis-
tration start to bridge this divide?



4. Principles for the
Future Use of US
Leadership

As America’s latest National Intelligence Council report
concluded, the world is entering a more multipolar as
well as interdependent period in its history.62 It is also
likely to be a multipolarity in which nations and indi-
viduals resist leadership by one country, but are as yet
unprepared to adopt the necessary strong multilater-
alism that would help tackle the problems arising from
the world’s deepening interdependence. How can the
United States best play a constructive role in this
context, given both the current external and internal
constraints on its potential to exercise international
leadership and its continuing position as the world’s
most powerful nation? How should the Obama admin-
istration best conceive America’s international role in
the coming crucial decade? This chapter offers a set of
six guiding principles which, while not covering all
dimensions of this important question, points to the
need for important shifts in how the United States
asserts its power – leading directly where its leadership
is still clearly needed, but also sharing leadership where
partners have as much or more to offer, supporting
international institutions where the need for collective
response outweighs the value of American leadership
and leading by example where collective responses are
not yet being formed. Cutting across all six principles is
the conclusion that the United States needs to focus in
the future on becoming more an enabler of change and
less often its instigator.

1. TALK IT DOWN

Much has been written about how important it is for the
new US president and his administration to set the right
tone in the way in which they articulate his vision for the
United States’ place in the world and its foreign policy
priorities. The tone that the Bush administration set at the
beginning of its term was still defining popular interna-
tional perspectives of the United States at its end. In so
doing, it limited foreign politicians’ room for manoeuvre
in working constructively with the US.

President Obama’s inaugural speech was masterful in
charting a new course for US foreign policy, promising to
restore relations with allies and the primacy of American
values in the pursuit of US security, while engaging in
negotiation with opponents. To a large extent, of course,
the mere choice of Obama as president has changed the
context for international perceptions of the United States
around the world. From the extensive and effusive interna-
tional press coverage of President Obama’s election victory,
it would appear that the world’s presidential choice is now
in the White House.

However, emphasizing that the United States is now
‘ready to lead’, as President Obama has done both prior to
and since becoming president, carries connotations of
hubris outside the United States, even for a leader as charis-
matic and admired as he is and for a country as powerful as
the one he leads. The risk of international disappointment
will be intense if the United States now proves unable to
deliver meaningful solutions to key international challenges
– from ending the Arab-Israeli conflict to the sorts of
concessions that the US Congress is willing to make to
achieve a comprehensive international deal to combat
climate change. Given the realities of US domestic politics
and the exceptional approach that is hard-wired into its style
and structure of foreign policy-making, overcoming long-
established US positions on these and other pressing
questions will be a difficult and time-consuming process.
Moreover, President Obama’s first priority is to represent US
interests and to keep Americans safe, not to please US allies
or to lead international cooperation for its own sake.

It is vital, therefore, that the Obama administration
should not allow too large a divide to emerge early on
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between the language of its aspiration to lead as ‘a positive
force in the world’ and the reality either of the new levels
of international resistance to US leadership or of how the
United States needs to act to pursue and protect its
national interests.

For example, US strategic partnerships with authori-
tarian regimes in the Caucasus and Central Asia may need
to deepen as the Obama administration seeks to diversify
further its international sources of energy and to find safer
routes to supply a growing US military presence in
Afghanistan. Similarly, a new Obama effort to reach a
diplomatic solution to the stand-off with Iran over its
nuclear enrichment programme is likely to require
Chinese cooperation, as well as the active support of the
Russian government.

During the Cold War, the imperative to survive and
succeed in a dangerous bipolar rivalry more easily
allowed US policy-makers to argue that the ends justified
the means. Today, without this struggle and at a time of
open communications and global political awakening,
America’s actions are all the more readily seen as being
ends in themselves.63 How President Obama crafts the
external narrative for what looks like being a differenti-
ated and pragmatic style of foreign policy will be central
to America’s ability to retain a credible international lead-
ership role when and where it is needed. Nothing would
be more corrosive of the aspiration to renew America’s
global leadership than the impression that it is acting on
the basis of hypocrisy or double standards. In these
circumstances, it would be best to talk down the need for
US global leadership

2. ADAPT TO THE NEW CONSTRAINTS ON

AMERICA’S BILATERAL RELATIONS

US leadership will remain vital across a number of interna-
tional country-specific crises and challenges in the future.
Without US leadership, it is hard to see how Arabs and
Israelis can make peace or how Israelis and Palestinians
will arrive at a two-state solution to their conflict. US lead-
ership will also be indispensable in finding an acceptable
solution to the dispute over Iran’s nuclear enrichment
programme and, most probably, in resolving the stand-off
over North Korea’s nuclear weapons programme.

However, as indicated in Chapter 2, US global and
regional influence, especially outside the Middle East,
from Europe to Asia and Africa, has declined in recent
years, while the attractiveness of the US economic model
has been badly tarnished. The change of administration
alone will be insufficient for the US to reassume political
leadership in these regions or for the US model to regain
its former lustre. For the Obama administration to exert
effective influence on particular countries, therefore, it
must recognize the new constraints on US power. In
particular, there will be deep resentment among devel-
oping-country governments if US efforts to promote
political reform take precedence in the future over US
support for economic development. Africa could prove a
telling testing ground if direct US support for democrati-
zation there becomes equated with always supporting
opposition parties and interpreted within Africa as
undermining the sovereignty of African states. In the
context of growing bilateral aid from China, the result
could be competition between a number of Chinese-
supported African governments, on the one hand, and
US-supported civil societies and opposition parties, on
the other – a process which could undermine the spread
of democracy on the African continent rather than
promote it.64

� A better approach would be for the administration to
focus its efforts on creating the conditions within
which specific countries can become responsible for
developing their own routes to positive and sustain-
able change for their citizens.
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This means placing an emphasis on providing humani-
tarian assistance, funding for capacity-building (on a
conditional basis, if necessary), while supporting NGO
activities, encouraging US foreign investment and opening
access to US markets. The Bush administration played a
leading global role in combating the global spread of
HIV/AIDS by introducing the President’s Emergency Plan
for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) programme, which committed
the US government to spending $15 billion over five years.
And the Millennium Challenge Corporation, which, as of
2008, had signed $4.5 billion worth of aid agreements with
African countries, placed a new priority on good gover-
nance as a condition for receiving US foreign assistance.65

These initiatives are likely to and should continue. In this
context, it is encouraging that President Obama has
committed to establish a Global Education Fund that will
broaden the impact of US development assistance and
tackle another of the main obstacles to sustainable
economic development in the world’s poorest countries.

3. UNDERSTAND OPPONENTS BETTER;

SUPPORT ALLIES MORE

During the past eight years, many governments have proved
to be relatively impervious to direct entreaties, to sanctions
or to the offer of US favours in return for following a
preferred US policy line. Rather than delving into the often
complex reasons why a given government ignored US
policies that were intended to change its behaviour, the
question in Washington often centred on how the US policy
could be strengthened for greater effect. Iran’s pursuit of a
nuclear enrichment capability, Russia’s desire to reassert as
much political and economic control as possible over the
countries around its periphery, Syria’s support for Hamas
and Hizbollah, the refusal of Hamas formally to recognize
Israel, Armenia’s links with Iran as a way of reducing its gas
dependence on Russia – all have been seen as positions
which could be reversed with the ‘correct’ application of US
and allied leverage on the governments in question.

In these and other cases, however, a government’s policy
choices are often based on internal political or strategic
regional calculations over which US policy has little or no
influence. Of course, US or US-led multilateral sanctions

and other diplomatic actions can serve as a signal of
displeasure, as a punishment or as a bargaining chip in the
face of action that runs counter to US interests and inter-
national concerns. But it is just as important to ask why a
certain policy is not working and to find ways to adapt it if
the government concerned is simply not interested in the
outcome currently on offer. President Obama’s stated
intention that members of his administration should
engage more actively in dialogue with America’s
opponents is an important step in this direction. But even
if some of America’s opponents now ‘unclench their fist’, as
President Obama proposed, and engage more in dialogue,
the Obama administration must prepare for the possibility
that their basic positions still may not change.

� At the same time, therefore, as understanding better
the motivations of its opponents and of others whose
policies it disagrees with, the United States needs to
put greater effort into thinking how it supports its
allies.

This could give the United States new scope to mould the
environment within which its preferred policy outcomes
become possible. Supporting the creation of closer security
relations among Gulf and other Arab countries, for example,
should be as great a near-term priority as the US policy to
halt Iran’s nuclear enrichment programme. Helping Ukraine
and Georgia strengthen their civil-military relations and
political institutions and improve their defensive military
capabilities, while keeping alive their NATO membership
perspectives, should be more of a priority than trying to
convince Russia that NATO enlargement is also in Russia’s
strategic interests. Rebuilding relations with Turkey, which
were badly strained during the Bush presidency, should be a
strategic priority and could include providing more support
for Turkey’s efforts to become a hub for greater regional
security.66

This rebalancing of US policy away from a priority focus
on opponents and towards greater attention to allies will
be especially important in Latin America, where US
influence has declined markedly in the last eight years.
Support for Brazil’s global ambitions, for example,
including towards permanent membership of the UN
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Security Council, would do more to help constrain
Venezuela’s promotion of anti-Americanism in the region
than focusing on Hugo Chávez’s immoderate behaviour.67

And the United States could find in Brazil a regional
partner on the vital issue of combating climate change,
whether through importing more Brazilian-produced
ethanol or supporting its contribution to forest conserva-
tion in the Amazon region.

Similarly, a more proactive US policy of engagement in
East Asia’s new, multifaceted regional institutional archi-
tecture needs to be developed quickly. The Bush adminis-
tration’s focus on what it was demanding from North
Korea and Burma distracted it from closer coordination
with what is, admittedly, partly an effort by regional
governments to circumvent existing Western-dominated
multilateral institutions. The Obama administration will
now need to engage with institutions in which it can at best
be a partner and not a leader, but in which it can exert
greater influence from the inside than from outside. By
signing up to the ASEAN Treaty of Amity and
Cooperation in Southeast Asia, for example, the United
States would become part of the East Asia Summit (EAS)
grouping, which has taken on a more prominent regional
role since its inception.68

The Obama administration has indicated that it intends
to place renewed emphasis on relations with allies while
also engaging in more active dialogue with opponents.
Given that no administration can pursue all of its desired
objectives simultaneously and that confronting opponents
tends to consume policy attention, the success of this
strategy will depend on a conscious and consistent shift in
policy attention towards more effectively supporting
America’s allies.

4. FOCUS ON GOVERNANCE AND PROCESSES

– LESS ON LEADERS AND PARTIES

Another important shift in the focus of US international
leadership towards seeking to enable change for the better
would be to place greater priority on supporting the
creation of the political and legal institutions of good
governance in countries of concern around the world, and
less on promoting specific parties or politicians.69 From the

Clinton administration’s relationship with Boris Yeltsin
and Hosni Mubarak to the Bush administration’s support
for Pervez Musharraf or Ahmed Chalabi, successive US
administrations have tended to place their faith in the
individual leaders with whom the administration has
established the best relationships, then trusting them to
deliver. Supporting the establishment of viable institutions
that are inclusive and representative, and that provide the
maximum transparency and opportunities for good gover-
nance, is likely to provide a stronger long-term framework
for positive change.

The mixed messages caused by the recent US approach
are most apparent across the Middle East and North
Africa. In numerous instances, US programmes that are
designed to support democratic change have tended to try
to change the content, rather than the context, of the local
political debate.70 These programmes train selected
political parties, often with the requirement that they
exclude specific groups and individuals deemed to be too
politically radical, while elsewhere other US actors and
agencies ignore the manipulation of electoral processes
and political institutions by the ruling governments.

A related problem is that many key developing or
emerging countries have become battlefields for US inter-
agency competition.71 Especially since 9/11, the depart-
ments responsible for military assistance and operations,
intelligence and counter-terrorism, which tend to rely on
personal relationships to deliver near-term operational
results, have overshadowed those, principally the State
Department and its US Agency for International
Development, that place political reform, institution-
building and the rule of law at the heart of their longer-
term approach to promoting US interests. The competi-
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tion between the US State and Defense Departments and
the mixed messages about US intentions that this compe-
tition engenders are a persistent complaint in capitals
across the world. In Africa, for example, leaders who were
briefed by State Department and Pentagon officials after
the establishment of AFRICOM in 2007 heard different
messages as to its strategic purpose. Some said it was prin-
cipally an organizational military reshuffle, with no real
implications for non-US actors. Others asserted that
AFRICOM would revolutionize the way in which the
United States engaged with African states, reflecting their
new strategic importance for US policy-makers. The result
was to increase already latent fears in African capitals
about a militarization of US policy in Africa.

Another part of the problem is that US foreign policy
towards key countries has been increasingly run from the
White House itself. This has contributed to the over-
emphasis on relationships with particular individuals,
such as President Bush’s relationship with President
Musharraf of Pakistan. One of the risks of this centraliza-
tion of US policy development, as was shown in the lead-
up to the war in Iraq, is that the views of senior White
House officials can be moulded by Washington-based exile
and opposition groups from the countries concerned,
which bring their own specific personal or political
interests and whose ties to the US Congress, often through
diaspora lobbies, can magnify their influence.

The importance that President Obama appears to have
attached to strengthening the position of the State
Department (a shift which Defense Secretary Robert Gates
has publicly endorsed), not least through the choice of
Hilary Clinton as Secretary of State, is very encouraging in
this context. The quick appointments of George Mitchell
as Special Envoy for Middle East Peace and Richard
Holbrooke as Special Representative for Afghanistan and
Pakistan also speak to the more proactive role the State
Department should play.

� It will be important, however, to ensure that these and
future special envoys do not become the new
conduits for a further personalization of US policies
towards the countries concerned; and that their
diplomacy and the overall execution of US foreign

policy rest upon a foundation of professional expert
groups in the State Department, who could also coor-
dinate the input of other relevant US departments
within more coherent overall policies.

� A significant increase in the budgetary resources
available to the State Department will be required for
this desired shift to be meaningful and to resist the
tendencies of the White House to recentralize control
or for the Pentagon, with its vast departmental
resources, to reassert its dominance.

5. STRENGTHEN MULTILATERAL COOPERATION

A central, but generally unasked question for the Obama
administration in this changed world is whether interna-
tional leadership can be shared in an effective manner, be
it in multilateral institutions such as the UN, in alliances or
in partnerships among groups of like-minded countries
that are able and willing to take the lead on behalf of the
international community. As US influence within major
multilateral institutions such as the UN has declined and
the strength of others has grown, the temptation among
both Republican and Democratic thinkers is to bring
together a smaller number of countries that share the same
core values and interests within a new international
grouping that would theoretically be more effective
because of its normative homogeneity. This was the
genesis of the US ideas for a League or Concert of
Democracies, which have been debated actively in the
United States over the past few years.72

It is clear, however, that there is little appetite among
America’s allies to form a ‘League of Democracies’ or a
‘Global NATO’, under de facto US leadership, that would
exist in parallel with the United Nations. This is as true of
the main European nations, which Senator McCain
suggested would help form the core of this new ‘global
compact’, as of other major democracies such as Australia,
Brazil, India and Japan.73 The last thing European govern-
ments, in particular, are looking for is a return to interna-
tional structural divisions and great-power competition.
They do not have the resources individually, nor are they
organized through the EU to fare well in such a system.
They would prefer an America that is confident enough in
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its own power to be able to work constructively with lead-
erships that do not necessarily share its values, but whose
engagement will be central to comprehensive international
responses to global problems. They would also prefer that
the new US leadership work within institutions that are
diverse and inclusive rather than being clubs only of the
like-minded.74

Renewing the transatlantic partnership: In this view the
United States could enable positive change by using its
leverage to help build new multilateral institutions and
treaties where they are necessary, and to improve existing
ones where they are not living up to their potential. There
is an enormous need and no shortage of opportunities to
take this approach today. But unlike in the last sixty years,
it will be harder for the United States either to lead these
institutions (as it did from the outset with NATO) or to
continue to carve out its own exceptions as a global leader
(as it has done regularly within the UN).

There is no doubt that EU members hope to establish a
close transatlantic bond with the United States to confront
the range of international challenges that they face in
common. And America’s ability to pursue its principal
international interests will be greatly enhanced if it can
work constructively with European allies who share
broadly the same political commitment to liberal-demo-
cratic principles. However, few EU leaders, except for
some among its new central and east European members,
are looking for a return to US dominance of the transat-
lantic relationship. The hope of the majority is that this
renewed transatlantic relationship will take the shape of a
partnership where strategies are designed collaboratively,
as far as possible, and actions taken in a coordinated or
joint manner. How such a transatlantic partnership on
global challenges would actually operate will depend on
the diplomatic skill, political willpower and material
resources that each side is willing and able to bring to each
challenge. In some areas, for example Afghanistan, the
United States will still lead. In others, such as combating
climate change, the EU might expect to do so.

What is clear from the last five years, however, is that a
transatlantic partnership that tries to offer global leader-
ship might be necessary, but will not be sufficient to deal

with the new global challenges. Whether it is on
combating climate change, bringing peace to the Middle
East, or making real progress on poverty eradication and
health, the United States and the EU need to find other
core partners, whose views and preferences can be accom-
modated to some negotiated extent into the joint solutions
that they are able to promote.

Engaging China: One such partner must be China. In
order to enable progress in these and other areas, the
United States must encourage China to look beyond its
perception of its immediate national interests. Chinese and
Indian contributions to the development of sub-Saharan
African countries, for example, will be indispensable. The
United States and EU must work consistently together to
encourage China to apply its foreign investment in ways
that do not undermine improved governance in Africa. In
addition, China’s national decisions on how it invests in its
next generation of energy plants will have long-term
effects on global climate change. Establishing a US-EU-
China trilateral collaboration on low-carbon trade and
investment could create the momentum to draw other
major economies, especially Russia and India, into making
their own new climate mitigation commitments.75

Similarly, the United States and EU members could use
their leverage within the International Energy Agency
(IEA) to bring not only China but also other major oil
consumers, such as India, into the IEA’s Emergency
Sharing Scheme. This could also apply to OPEC members,
as a carrot for them to maintain surplus capacity for
improved global energy security.76

Building up the G-20: As the current economic crisis has
revealed, the management of the global economy urgently
requires debate and informal coordination among a
bigger and more representative group of states than the G-
8. Simply inviting more countries to join parts of that
group’s agenda has already created resentment among
non-G-8 leaders that they are being ‘summoned’ to
contribute to what is, in essence, a Washington-
dominated discussion.

If countries such as China and India are to become the
responsible global stakeholders that the United States
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hopes and expects of them, they will want to feel that their
views are represented equally within existing and new
international institutions. Offers of ‘followership’ are
unlikely to secure its cooperation, which is one of the
reasons why the elevation of the G-20 to a higher political
level and the potential expansion of its policy agenda
beyond international financial cooperation will be
important in the near future.

The evolution of the G-20 is also reflective of the new
international context within which the United States
must operate. Convening the G-20 at summit level in
November 2008 was principally a French initiative, and
the summit’s agenda reflected largely non-US priorities
for increased international financial regulatory coordina-
tion. Undoubtedly, the input of the Obama administra-
tion, representing the world’s largest economy, will be
vital to the agreements in this area which will be reached
in 2009 and beyond. But the long-term credibility and
impact of this broader level of international financial
cooperation and its effective expansion to other global
challenges will depend on America’s ability to share lead-
ership in areas where its policy-makers have traditionally
been accustomed to play a dominant role.

Modernizing the UN: President Obama has indicated his
interest in strengthening the UN as the central institution
for international peace and security and in improving
areas of multilateral coordination under its auspices. There
are a number of steps his administration could now take
to enable a more modern and functional UN system to
emerge.77

� Play a proactive role in the reform of the UN Security
Council, where the continuing exclusion from
permanent membership of some of the world’s key
regional powers is increasingly counter-productive.

� Promote more transparent and consultative working
methods for the Security Council, avoiding bypassing
the UN General Assembly except where expediency
is absolutely necessary. In a world of dispersing
power, the legitimacy of actions by major global
actors becomes as important as the reason for their
initiation.

� Support a more transparent process in the choice of
the UN Secretary-General.

� Stand for election to the Human Rights Council,
where the absence of the United States has limited the
formation of a strong bloc of countries that defend
human rights, and work to reform this Council from
within, ahead of the major review of its operations in
2011.

� Overcome existing US reservations about the dispute
settlement mechanism of the UN Convention on the
Law of the Sea and push for US accession to the
Convention, which, given its jurisdiction over the
Arctic, carries the support of a diverse set of US
domestic interests, from the military to environ-
mental groups.

Strengthening nuclear non-proliferation: With Iran and
North Korea moving forward on their nuclear
programmes, and with the simmering antagonism
between India and Pakistan, the Obama administration
has inherited a range of nuclear proliferation challenges
more pressing and more complex than at any time since
the darkest days of the Cold War. But it would be a mistake
for these challenges – urgent as they are – to become the
exclusive focus of the administration’s efforts in non-
proliferation.78

The nuclear non-proliferation regime is on its knees, and
other treaties and initiatives are suffering a crisis of credi-
bility. The new administration must breathe life back into an
old idea: that multilateral non-proliferation and arms
control are essential pillars of global order. Otherwise, the
increasing availability of the materials, technology and
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expertise needed to make weapons of mass destruction
(WMD) will mean a world of uncontrolled weapons prolif-
eration, arms races and, ultimately, WMD use.

There are several relatively quick steps the administra-
tion could take.

� President Obama has already indicated that he will
seek US ratification of the Comprehensive Nuclear
Test Ban Treaty. Efforts should also be made to agree
further reductions in warhead numbers with Russia
and to revive the moribund Fissile Material (Cut-off)
Treaty.

� The United States could put its energy behind the
G-8 Global Partnership against the spread of WMD
(an area where America’s enormous contribution
often goes unnoticed), broadening the initiative to
cover other regions of proliferation concern.

� In the field of conventional weapons, support for an
International Arms Trade Treaty would be a clear
indication of a change of direction.

� As Hillary Clinton has indicated, the Obama admin-
istration will now turn its attention to the most urgent
and complex question of them all: what can be done
about the nuclear non-proliferation treaty (NPT), due
for its next review in 2010? At the heart of the NPT is
the so-called ‘bargain’ between the nuclear weapon
states and the ‘nuclear have-nots’. For the ‘have-nots’,
the bargain has long looked like a fraud. The
principal task for the Obama administration will be
to help find a way to renew the NPT, so that nuclear
non-proliferation remains a rational option for
sovereign governments around the world.

Moving forward on climate change: Unless the Obama
administration makes a concerted and sustained political
effort during its first term, the world will most likely miss
the targets that all governments, including the United
States, have has set themselves in order to cut global
carbon dioxide emissions to 50 per cent of 1990 levels.
President Obama’s key appointments in this area are
encouraging.79 Steven Chu, the new Energy Secretary, has
already indicated the Obama administration’s desire to
help create an economy-wide cap-and-trade system for

carbon emissions.80 But there are many other dimensions
to constructing a credible and meaningful global deal on
climate change, and each of them goes against the grain of
US domestic politics.81

� All governments need to commit themselves to inter-
nationally agreed and legally binding cuts in their
carbon emissions.

� The United States and other developed countries
which have contributed the most to current CO2

levels to allow developing countries – including
major new emitters that are America’s new economic
competitors, such as China and India – need to take a
differentiated approach to cutting their carbon
emissions over time.

� A global deal will need to engage the active participa-
tion and acceptance of more than just the most
powerful nations (in other words, some variant of the
US-EU-China/Japan/India grouping). Steep reduc-
tions in greenhouse gas emissions, even by this
combination of nations, would be swamped by 2050
if other nations were not fully committed to the
process, not least because none of these major actors
are significant contributors to land-use emissions,
such as deforestation.

� Ultimately, the scale of the challenge should require
the creation of a new institutional arrangement,
under UN auspices, to oversee all countries’ climate
change mitigation commitments. The United States
could and should play a leading role along with other
major economies in developing such an arrangement.

� Without a near-term agreement involving the United
States that makes medium-term CO2 cuts a reality,
global coordination towards achieving the 2050
targets will be impossible.

6. LEAD BY EXAMPLE

At the core of a less interventionist style of American inter-
national leadership for the 21st century will be the Obama
administration’s ability to renew the appeal of its Western
model by example. This will need to take place across three
broad levels of US policy-making.



Living up to American ideals: First, as far as possible, the
United States should not be seen to set standards for
others, rhetorically or within international institutions,
from which it then seeks to exempt itself. The clearest
example of its doing precisely this was the extra-judicial
actions that the Bush administration took against those it
had designated as international terrorists after the 9/11
attacks. By designating all engagements with al-Qaeda and
other related terrorist sympathizers part of a ‘global war on
terror’, the Bush administration gave itself a blanket justifi-
cation for applying its version of the laws of armed conflict
to what it presented as a unitary conflict. This included
indefinite detention of prisoners and largely discarding
criminal measures in favour of ius ad bellum procedures
and further military actions. President Obama has
committed to close the Guantánamo Bay facility and the
CIA’s special overseas detention centres – two of the most
costly legacies of the Bush administration’s approach, in
terms of damage to America’s reputation as a protector of
human rights and a champion of the rule of law. Just as
important, however, will be a clear decision by President
Obama to drop the term ‘war on terror’, which upholds the
idea of an unending war against a dogma.82

To date, President Obama has chosen to keep alive the
notion that the United States is a nation at ‘war’, but he has
said that this is a war against ‘violent extremism and
terrorists’ rather than against ‘terror’.83 The precise wording
is not just of semantic interest for the future. Given
America’s continuing extensive use of military operations
abroad, it will also be important for the United States to be

party to internationally agreed guidelines on the treatment
of detainees in armed conflict. Currently, the United States
continues to insist that it is bound by international human
rights obligations only in respect of actions taken within its
own territory. This means that US agents do not have to
apply human rights standards to US detention facilities
abroad.

� The United States should recognize, as it once did,
that Protocol 1 of the Geneva Conventions reflects
customary law and is therefore applicable even if the
United States is not a party to the Protocol. The
Obama administration could announce that, even if it
cannot accept for the time being that international
human rights obligations apply to the treatment of
detainees overseas as a matter of law, it will neverthe-
less apply these standards in practice.

In addition, although US accession to the International
Criminal Court is unlikely for the foreseeable future, there
are a number of practical steps that the United States can
take to engage with the ICC and demonstrate that it agrees
with the underlying goals of the Statute, which is to end
impunity for the perpetrators of atrocities.

� At a practical level, the Obama administration might
encourage the inclusion in the mandates of appro-
priate peace-keeping missions of the obligation for
them to cooperate with investigations by the ICC.
The administration could also take advantage of the
fact that the ICC is only a court of last resort and
ensure that US nationals could be tried in US courts
for all the crimes within the ICC Statute.

Each of these steps would demonstrate a culture in the
United States of willingness to adapt to changing interna-
tional circumstances in order to ensure that Americans
themselves are in the vanguard of transparent, legal and
ethical international behaviour.

Setting the pace on the environmental agenda: Second,
there are numerous national initiatives that the Obama
administration could take today that would not only have
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a powerful direct impact but also set a leading example in
terms of new ways to achieve positive change in the face of
global challenges.84 In particular, national US action could
influence international progress in the domain of
protecting the environment and, as a corollary, achieving
greater energy efficiency.

� For example, the US could provide increased govern-
ment support for ‘green aid’, such as offering interna-
tional financing for the conservation of forests, espe-
cially in Latin America, Southeast Asia and Africa.
Forestry conservation is generating an increased level
of interest as a way of combating climate change and
can also help achieve progress towards certain of the
UN Millennium Development Goals.

� The US government and relevant regulatory agencies
could support those US businesses that promote a
more active US role in multilateral environmental
cooperation. One route might be to help develop and
implement internationally recognized standards for
environmentally responsible corporate practices,
including by using a federal renewables portfolio
standard and the already announced tighter vehicle
emissions standards as benchmarks for international
negotiations.

� President Obama already plans to establish a
national emissions trading scheme that would
establish a price for carbon, and to use public
procurement to invest in low-carbon energy and
other infrastructure. This will have a positive multi-
plier effect through improved energy production
methods, greater levels of energy efficiency and the
sorts of market-creating effects that could generate a
transformational shift in energy finance.

� Having taken these steps, the administration should
also restore federal support for the Department of
Energy’s research budget to its 1970s levels, while
increasing above its current paltry levels the amount
of R&D funding for energy efficiency.85

Notwithstanding the difficulties the United States might
still have in the short term to commit to international
political agreements on climate change, therefore, it can

use its domestic example to play a powerful role in accel-
erating the global development, dissemination and estab-
lishment of markets for new low-carbon technologies and
practices.

Recapturing America’s economic dynamism: The third
critical area where the United States needs to lead by
example is in the implementation of a national economic
recovery programme that not only brings the US economy
out of its current recession in a sustainable manner, but
that also serves as a model of a dynamic, open but well-
regulated market for all other countries. Specific proposals
in this area are beyond the scope of this report, but there is
one vital priority from an outside perspective:

� The Obama administration should resist the likely
near-term pressures for the United States to introduce
direct or indirect protectionist measures with regard
to trade and investment into and out of the United
States as a means of regenerating the American
economy. Such measures would be rapidly seized
upon as an example to justify similar protectionist or
‘buy national’ and ‘invest nationally’ decisions around
the world.

A new style of US leadership

If the United States is to use its power and influence to
enable positive change internationally in the future,
whether by reforming the UN, combating nuclear prolifer-
ation, promoting political and economic reform in key
emerging countries or combating climate change, then it
will need to accommodate the views of others more readily
than in the past into the development of its policies and the
formation of meaningful international agreements and
institutional arrangements. Achieving this sort of interna-
tional coordination will be a very difficult process, but it
will be essential given the dispersion of economic and
political power internationally, and the shift away from
nation-states to international organizations and non-state
actors. The experience of the UN Security Council since
the end of the Cold War does not bode well for cooperative
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international action that must be based upon the consen-
sual agreement of a small group of major world powers.
On the other hand, the experience of the EU is that a lead-
ership cadre of individual countries sharing common
interests and willing to set the pace can make progress for
all and can avoid a constant descent to the lowest common
denominator.

The question then is, how can the United States, as the
one country in the world that combines both the aspira-
tion to global leadership and many of the attributes
necessary to play such a role, maximize its influence in a

world that has dispersed its channels for leadership?
Acting in concert with allies and other interested countries
wherever possible – inside and outside international insti-
tutions – and also strengthening those institutions will
both be part of the process. Enabling change to happen,
rather than intervening to drive it forward, will be another
dimension of a new style of US global leadership. It will be
equally important, however, for the United States to be
seen to live up to the values and objectives that it expects
of others, and for it to set an example to them in the way it
manages its own affairs.
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5. Conclusion

President Obama’s call for a renewal of America’s global
leadership comes at a time when many of the pillars of
America’s leadership role have been called into question.
In particular, the chaos of the US financial collapse has
given credence to those who have long criticized the
Washington Consensus as a model for national economic
reform. The invasion of Iraq in 2003 has left the United
States an active player inside the unstable Middle East
rather than an external contributor to its security. The
spread of democracy that US governments have champi-
oned over recent decades and that buttressed its claim to
international leadership has stalled. Other major interna-
tional powers, such as China and the EU, are challenging
US leadership regionally and on global issues such as
climate change and international financial coordination.
New regional forms of cooperation are diminishing US
influence, while a global political awakening is
constraining the ability of national governments to accede
to US suggestions and demands. The Obama presidency
confronts a highly complex and fluid international envi-
ronment, therefore, in which the limits of US global lead-
ership have been exposed, but the need for coherent inter-
national responses to global challenges grows ever more
pressing.

As a result of these factors, it will be difficult for
America to reassert the sort of global leadership role in the
21st century that it enjoyed for much of the 20th. It is true
that the United States remains the world’s only super-
power. Despite its deep current economic crisis, the
combination of its economic resources, innate economic
dynamism, market size, and military assets and reach
means that it is dominant and is likely to remain so in the

medium term. It also benefits from a still powerful
corporate sector and a leading non-profit movement
which spread US norms and practices across the globe.
The United States is unique in terms of its aspiration to
lead – an aspiration that is not matched by any of the
world’s rising powers, except, to a certain extent, by the
EU.

The problem is that all of the world’s current global
challenges, such as combating climate change, fighting
infectious diseases, halting nuclear proliferation, achieving
sustainable growth and reducing poverty require coopera-
tive international solutions. But, partly as a result of its
self-perception as the world’s only superpower, the United
States has a political culture and system which are hostile
to the compromises of national interests and sovereignty
that collective responses to global problems tend to
demand.

In President Obama, much of the world sees a leader
who can master these contradictions and help America
adapt to the changed world around it. This will require
many complex and difficult steps. The United States needs
to craft new ways of using its unique power and capacity to
influence others. When it leads, it needs to lead more by
example and less by unilateral intervention. And it needs
to focus on becoming more often an enabler of change
rather than its instigator.

� First, President Obama and his administration must
set the right tone in how they talk about America’s
international role. This means recognizing that
claims to global leadership will be seen as being
contradictory to international cooperation and may
be increasingly counter-productive.

� Second, the Obama administration will most effec-
tively deliver positive change to developing countries
by ensuring effective coordination between its many
foreign assistance programmes, improving access to
the US market for developing-country products, and
sustaining the flow of private US investment into
these countries.

� Third, theUnited States needs not only to understand its
opponents better but to focus more on how it supports
its allies in its foreign policy.
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� Fourth, in its efforts to promote positive change in
countries of concern, the Obama administration
should focus less on leaders and parties and more on
governance and political processes.

� Fifth, the Obama administration can strengthen
multilateral cooperation if it is willing to share lead-
ership on certain occasions and even serve as one of
many institutional partners in others. Making the
transatlantic relationship an effective player in
tackling global challenges, for example, or supporting
China’s and India’s transition to being responsible
global stakeholders, will depend upon how well the
Obama administration can make this adjustment.

Leading in the strengthening of existing interna-
tional institutions and agreements and creating new
ones will be another form of indirect US leadership
towards positive change. There are numerous oppor-
tunities for the Obama administration to play this
role, from reforming the UN system to renewing the
NPT and helping craft the framework for a new
global deal to combat climate change.

� Sixth, the United States should place a renewed
emphasis on leading by example − whether in its
treatment of detainees in armed conflict, support for
the operations of the ICC, its commitments to
strengthen national environmental standards or,
most important of all, in implementing a national
economic recovery strategy that can serve as an
example to the rest of the world of the progress that a

dynamic and open but well-regulated market
economy can achieve for its people.

While the United States may not be able to drive interna-
tional solutions to its own design as successfully in the
future as it did in the past, it will remain, as Zbigniew
Brzezinski has described it, the ‘linchpin’ power in the inter-
national system for the foreseeable future.86 Achieving
progress in a world of complex transnational challenges and
dangerous crises will be far harder without America’s aspira-
tion to global leadership than with it. President Obama has
the opportunity to help America make the transition to a
form of global leadership that focuses with full intensity
upon those situations where US power and influence can
have greatest effect, while being more inclusive or restrained
in those broader policy areas, from climate change and
development to financial governance, where the reality of
interdependence and the limits of US power and influence
demand more cooperative international solutions.
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