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The US cameinto being within an empire, alongsde other empires, and found its
placein aworld order rooted in EuropeantAtlantic expansion. So, while

Presdent Obama has changed the tone and emphags of foreign policy, hisoverall
goal remainsto ensure US power and authority

In the 1990s, after decades of hand-wringing over American “deding’, influentia
parts of the US power dite began dreaming of anew “American century” and an
expanded “ American peace’. Thiswas a broad idestiond trend, encompassng
netiondigt and internationdlist segments of the foreign policy and security
esteblishment. Despite varying prescriptions for world order and ways to assert
American preferences, these ssgments saw the end of the cold war as ahistoric
opportunity to reaffirm and expand US power and authority. By the end of the decade
the main Srands of dite opinion, casudly compering the US to the Romen or British
empires a tharr heights, were cderaing the United States “unpardlded ascendancy
around the globe...unrivaled by even the grestest empires of the padt” (2).

Imperia imaginings were particularly pronounced in the national security complex and
the neo- consarvative right, which harboured extravagant visons of “globd empire’

and ladting gtrategic monopaly. At theturn of the century imperid outlooks perveded a
new adminigration that sought, in Condoleezza Rice swords, to “capitdise on [the
opportunities offered] by the shifting of the tectonic plaiesin internationd palitics’

and establish anew world order under exdusve US authority (2). Striving for
unbounded autonomy, the Bush adminigration launched amethodica assault on the
UN system, abandoned internationd law, and initiated anew phase of military and
imperid expangon in Centrd Asaand the Gulf. The unintended but predictable resuilt
was asevere eroson of US legitimecy.

Today, in conditions of crigs and under more enlightened leadership, visons of
empire have been replaced by greeter redism and concarns of dedline. Elected ona
wave of rgection of the ruinous polides of the Bush adminigration, Barack Obama
has shifted the tone and emphads of US foreign palicy in positive ways He has mede
sgnificant gestures to repair the fracture between “1dam and the West” and acted to
reduce tengonsin various world regions Y e & the sametime he has dipped
effortlesdy into imperid presdency and framed his agendaas away to retore US
world power and authority (damaged under Bush). During the presdentia campaign,
in alittle noticed Satement, he urged American votersto “unite in acommon purpose,



to make this century the next American century”. Once eected he raiterated this
message, cdling upon members of Congressto join him to “meake this century another
American century”. In his 2010 State of the Union address, comparing the US's
economic performance with thet of China, Indiaand Germany, he was more spedific:
“These nations aren't playing for second place... | do not accept second place for the
United States of Americd’ (3).

Appedsto nationd grestness have dways been part of American palitical discoursein
times of percaved dedine or ascent. But coming from a.cosmopalitan presdent with
muiticulturd sengttivity, thislanguage of nationd power and primacy isatroubling
reflection of the weight of history on the shgping of worldviews and palicy. Obama,
like his predecessors, hasinherited and will briefly presde over animperid sysem
with worldwide reach. Whatever hisintimate convictions and preferences, heis
careteker of the st of interlocking inditutions thet have underpinned the post-1945
imperid presdency and the country’ s transcontinentd Srategic commitments.

This condraint helps to account for the continuity of US foreign policy over long
periods and the difficulty of trandaing democratic change & home to the internationd
levd. The palicy emphasis may vary from one adminigration to another according to
prevailing sodd forces and internationd drcumdiances, resulting in policiesthat are
more or less cooperative or coercive. These variations matter. Asthe Bush
adminigration’s behaviour shows, they metter agreet dedl in their impacts and
outcomes.

Nonethdess, new leaders, however liberd and democratic, cannot erase the past or
amply decideto liquidate the imperid system of which they become manegers, and
from which they derive ther power and authority. They are caught in the samebind as
British Liberd and Labour leaders who, in the late 19th and 20th centuries, sought to
liberdise the empire and found, in Elizabeth Monroe swords, thet “aworldwide
Empire...cannot change direction overnight”. Successive British governments found
“that more has gone before then [they] imeagined — too much to dter quickly” (4).
Leaders of dominant countries are wedded to the accumulation of power, profit and
prestige of theimperid date.

Imperial cosmologies

The perdsence of imperid sdf-conceptions should be traced back to aremoter padt.
Underlying theideaof the American century” isa st of axiomatic assumptions about
higtorica purpose, world order and internetiond hierarchy, an imperiad cosmology thet
cryddlised wel before the mid-20th century. The notion thet the present world order
isanecessary one derives from higorica experience of nearly continuous expangon

and ascent. Erected on the debris of the 19th certury European imperid order, the

post- 1945 American pax was the outcome of along movement of forma and informd
expangon thet shaped the American higoricd imagination of world-empire asdestiny.
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The US came into being within an empire, dongsde other empires, and found its place
and gpacein the hierarchica world order that resulted from the globa movement of
Euro-Atlantic expandon. Fostered by transatlantic linkages, rdentless US economic
and territorid expangon in the 19th century was an integrd, dynamic part of this
globa movement. Rooted in materid forces and notions of culturd hierarchy common
to dl imperid sodeties, it was conggently coercive. In the course of the century, the
US became an attive participant in the inter-imperid sysem, engaging routindy in
worldwide interventionsin the colonid periphery, often dongsde the European

colonid sates Empire became away of life, @ gate of being.

By the end of the century, dong with the growth of the US srdative power and its
new indudtrid ascendancy, influentid segments of the American dite began dreaming
of supplanting Europe and becoming “a seat of wedth and power gregter than ever
was England, Rome or Condantinople’ (5). Victory in war with the decaying Spanish
empirein 1898 and the weekening of Europe with the firgt world war confirmed this
vison, and fudled the hope. By the late 1930s American dite opinion entertained no
doubts thet the US had indeed become the “heart of the world’. In 1939 Walter
Lippmann wrate “In the lifetime of the generation to which we beong there has been
one of the greetest eventsin the history of mankind. The contralling power in western
avilisation has crossed the Atlartic... What Rome was to the ancient world, what
Greet Britain has been to the modern world, Americaisto the world of tomorrow” (6).
Surveying the post-war world landscgpe in 1946, Harry Trumean sad: “Fom Daius|’s
Perda, Alexande’s Greece, Hadrian' s Rome, Victorid s Britain... no nation or group
of nations has had our responghilities’ (7).

Thisvidon of higorica process through imperial sdectionisat theroot of the
pervadve assumption, shared by higtoricd actors and maindream theoridts, thet
plurdism isrisk-laden, and that world peace reguires an authoritative centre of gravity,
a“benevolent despot”. The cordllary isthet the perpetuaion of hegemony or empireis
in the universd interest. The problem for American leeders according to Stephen Wt
isto get the“rest of the world to welcome US primacy” by encouraging other “Sates
to seeits dominant postion as benefidd (or a least bearable)” and by convinaing
them that “ American power....will be used judicioudy and for the broader benfit of
mankind” (8). Usad to being a the gpex, US dite opinion gopears incgpable of
thinking outside this conceptud  box.

Long exit from empire

As Peter Cain and Anthony Hopkins point out in their sudy of the British empire, the
gpokesmen of leading powers “do not teke reedily to the ideathet the end of their
period of dominanceis nat necessrily the end of theworld [and] find it hard to
envisgge plurdidic dtemaivesto the rule of asngle power” (9). If Britain’slong exit
from empireis anything to go by, trandformation of the way the US views and dedls



with the world will be adifficult, drawn-out process. Late 19th- century imperidigs
bdieved that Britain hed recaived from the “ Almighty a gift of alease on the universe
forever”. Though economically weskened by the fird world wer, Britain maintained its
world pogition and empire. Indeed, Britain's“ continuing ambition and successas an
imperidis powe” can be seeninitsexpangon in the Middle Eag.

The dedisve turn came with the second world war, which led to Britain' sfinendd and
economic exhaugtion, and the re centring of the world capitalist economy from Europe
to the US. But even then, despite the urgent need to restore the war-torn economy, in
the words of Michad Blackwell, post-war “Labour leaders sought energeticaly to
maintain and in some cases to expand Britain'simperid role, and in o doing they

usad up resources that might otherwise have been dlocated to domestic

expenditures’ (10). So did the Consarvatives, leading to Britain'sill-fated adventurein
Egypt in 1956. The dterglow of empireis dill not entirely gone, as shown by the
reviva of liberd-imperidism during Tony Blar' stenure

The US s presant pogtion is hardly comparable to Britain' sin 1945. Despite the
present economic crigs, the country ill acocounts for over afifth of world gross
domedtic product. It is the dominant world military power and remainsthe primary
source of saentific innovation. Though it faces growing finenda condraints it isnot
about to become a secondary power. Unlessforced to do so, it will not suddenly
dismentle the internationdisad security Sructure thet givesit world leverage.

However, the coming century will not be American, and the emerging world order will
not be centred. Asthe historica rebdancing towards non-western world regions
unfalds, the USwill be faced with anovd de-centred and plura configuration of world
palitics How will the US accommodate itsdlf to this new order?



