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Preface

On September , , terrorists turned hijacked airliners into guided

missiles, destroying the twin towers of New York’s World Trade Cen-

ter as well as a sizable section of the Pentagon. The attacks killed

thousands and dealt a deft blow to prime symbols of America’s eco-

nomic and military might. The searing images of destruction left

Americans with a new, and perhaps inescapable, sense of vulnerability

that will permanently affect how the United States interacts with the

rest of the world.

The tragic events of September  served as a wake-up call to

America. From the end of the Cold War until terror struck the heart

of New York and Washington, the United States had been steadily los-

ing interest in foreign affairs. Elected officials and the public alike

had tuned out, lulled into complacency by American primacy and the

presumed inviolability of the homeland. The media had all but

stopped covering foreign news. Congress rarely found time to debate

foreign policy, with crucial issues of the day—controlling the prolifer-

ation of nuclear weapons, bringing peace to the Balkans, protecting

the environment—regularly subjected to partisan infighting rather

than sound deliberation. America’s allies watched with a mix of con-

sternation and dismay as the world’s only superpower appeared to

have lost its way.

Not so after September . Defending the homeland and combat-

ing terrorism became top national priorities. Newspapers were filled

with foreign reporting, and many television channels devoted around-

the-clock coverage to America’s “new war.” Democrats and Republi-

cans closed ranks, providing a bipartisan spirit long absent from

xiii
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Washington. And America reached out to others, apparently forsak-

ing its increasingly unilateralist bent in favor of rejuvenating fraying

alliances and striking new partnerships. One commentator after

another invoked Pearl Harbor as the appropriate analogy. September

, , like December , , was a historical turning point, driving

home to Americans that they live in a perilous world requiring en-

gagement, vigilance, and sacrifice.

It is, however, an illusion to assume that America’s new sense of

vulnerability has put its foreign policy back on course. On the con-

trary, by riveting the country’s attention and resources on combating

terrorism and defending the homeland, the events of September 
and the bioterrorism that followed make it even less likely that the

United States will bring into focus more profound, even if more dis-

tant, threats to America’s well-being. Bolstering homeland security

is certainly a must. Despite numerous warnings, the United States

failed to take adequate steps to prevent terrorist attacks against its

territory—and it paid a heavy price for the complacency. The Bush

administration has justifiably been working hard to find adequate

remedy. But this task should not be allowed to stand in the way of

efforts to address the central and much more dangerous challenge

that lies ahead—the return of rivalry among the world’s main cen-

ters of power.

America’s lack of concern with great-power rivalry is understand-

able. The opening of the twenty-first century marks the triumph of

the democratic ideals upon which the United States was founded and

for which it spilled much blood. Some  of the almost  countries

in the world now have democratic governments. Communism, the

main rival to liberal democracy during the twentieth century, has been

turned back, its adherents struggling to maintain their grip in a few

holdouts such as China, North Korea, and Cuba. And the United States

itself is in a position of unchallenged dominance. America’s military

and its national economy are second to none; no other country even

comes close. In combination with its seemingly unlimited capacity for

technological innovation and its cultural appeal, these assets provide

the United States an unprecedented level of global primacy.

As they survey this landscape, most of America’s strategists remain

convinced not only that U.S. primacy is here to stay, but also that a

lasting era of great-power peace has finally arrived. The ongoing

spread of liberal democracy and capitalism are leading to the “end of

history,” the obsolescence of major war, and a world in which satisfied

Prefacexiv
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nations will learn to live happily alongside each other. Disaffected

individuals and the fringe groups to which they gravitate may well

continue efforts to do harm to America and its partners. But assuming

that the world’s democracies can contain, if not eliminate, terrorism,

they will be headed for a peaceful and prosperous future.

Such confidence about the longevity of the American era is not

only misplaced, but also dangerous. America appears to be commit-

ting the same error as most other great nations that have come before

it—mistaking for a more permanent peace the temporary quiescence

that usually follows resolution of a major geopolitical divide. The

decade that followed the Cold War’s end was admittedly one of bounty

and peace for America. The world’s major players have been at rest,

contemplating their next moves. And the current dominance of the

United States is no illusion; by any measure, America is in a class by

itself.

But the international system is fickle and fragile, and can come

apart with remarkable speed. In , Europeans were confident of

the peace-causing benefits of economic interdependence and the irra-

tionality of armed conflict. By the late summer of , Europe’s great

powers were at war. The United States enjoyed prosperity and opti-

mism during the second half of the s. By , the world was well

into a painful depression, Hitler was in control of Germany, and the

century was fast headed toward its darkest moments. In early ,

the United States was busy building a postwar partnership with the

Soviet Union, U.S. forces were rapidly demobilizing, and the Ameri-

can people were looking to the United Nations to preserve world

peace. Within a few short years, the Cold War was under way and the

United States and Soviet Union were threatening each other with

nuclear annihilation.

The reemergence of rivalry and conflict among the world’s major

states is by no means foreordained. But there is no better way to

ensure its return than for America to set its sights on terrorism and

presume that great-power peace is here to stay. Instead, America

should realize that its preponderance and the stability it breeds are

already beginning to slip away. Europe is in the midst of a revolution-

ary process of political and economic integration that is gradually

eliminating the importance of its internal borders and centralizing

authority in Brussels. The European Union’s collective wealth will

soon rival that of the United States. Russia will ultimately rebound

and may well take its place in an integrating Europe. Asia is not far
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behind. China is already a regional presence and its economy is grow-

ing apace. And Japan, the world’s second-largest economy, will even-

tually climb out of recession and gradually expand its political and

military influence.

At the same time that challengers to its dominance are on the rise,

the United States is fast losing interest in playing the role of global

protector of last resort. The U.S. did pursue a remarkably activist for-

eign policy during the s; America was busy stopping ethnic

slaughter in the Balkans, hemming in Saddam Hussein, keeping the

peace in East Asia, working hard to resolve festering conflicts in the

Middle East and Northern Ireland, all the while managing a global-

ized international economy. But American internationalism was at a

high-water mark during the last decade and is already on the wane.

During his first few months in office, President George W. Bush

made amply clear that he intended to rein in the country’s commit-

ments and focus on matters closer to home. It was no accident that his

first foreign trip was to visit President Vicente Fox of Mexico and that

Bush held his first state dinner in honor of Fox. Bush also revealed his

unilateralist proclivities, early on announcing his intention to back

away from many of the institutions and pacts that America itself had

helped establish to preserve international order. Moreover, the inter-

nationalism of the s was sustained by a remarkably strong and

durable economic expansion. An economy suffering through leaner

times means a foreign policy that loses its outward-looking activism.

For many, the events of September  arrested this trend, con-

vincing the Bush administration and the American public of the need

for global engagement. As Andrew Sullivan, the former editor of The

New Republic, wrote only a few days after the attack, “We have been

put on notice that every major Western city is now vulnerable.” “For

the United States itself,” Sullivan continued, “this means one central

thing. Isolationism is dead.”1 Others were confident that the threat of

terrorism would reawaken not just U.S. internationalism, but a liberal

brand—one committed to multilateral action and reliance on inter-

national institutions. Terrorism poses a collective threat and thus

should elicit a collective response.

It is by no means clear, however, that terrorism inoculates the

United States against the allure of either isolationism or unilateral-

ism. In the long run, America’s leaders may well find the country’s

security better served by reducing its overseas commitments and rais-

ing protective barriers than by chasing terrorists through the moun-
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tains of Afghanistan. The United States has a strong tradition dating

back to the founding fathers of seeking to cordon itself off from for-

eign troubles, an impulse that could well be reawakened by the rising

costs of global engagement. America’s initial response to the attacks of

September , after all, was to close its borders with Mexico and

Canada, ground the nation’s air traffic, and patrol the country’s coasts

with warships and jet fighters. Americans also have a long-standing

aversion to multilateral institutions, stemming from an unwillingness

to compromise the freedom of unilateral initiative. Accordingly, when

the United States does act, it may well lash out on its own, alienating

the partners that it will need to help tame an increasingly divided

global system. The liberal internationalism that has sustained Amer-

ica’s global leadership since World War II is under siege from both

isolationist and unilateralist extremes.

The American era is alive and well, but the rise of alternative cen-

ters of power and a declining and unilateralist U.S. internationalism

will ensure that it comes undone as this new century progresses—

with profound geopolitical consequences. The stability and order that

devolve from American preponderance will gradually be replaced by

renewed competition for primacy. The unstoppable locomotive of

globalization will run off its tracks as soon as Washington is no longer

at the controls. Pax Americana is poised to give way to a much more

unpredictable and dangerous global environment. And the chief threat

will come not from the likes of Osama bin Laden, but from the return

of traditional geopolitical rivalry.

As a matter of urgency, America needs to begin to prepare itself

and the rest of the world for this uncertain future. To wait until Amer-

ican dominance is already gone would be to squander the enormous

opportunity that comes with primacy. America must devise a grand

strategy for the transition to a world of multiple power centers now,

while it still has the luxury of doing so. This is the central challenge of

The End of the American Era.

Although this book is primarily about where America and the

global system erected under its watch are headed, much of it focuses

on the past. I develop each of the book’s main arguments by first

exploring those historical periods that can best shed light on the

nature of our contemporary predicament. This reliance on the past

may seem odd for a book that is about the future. But the indetermi-

nacy of the current moment provides no other option. Unless put in

historical context, the present offers only a snapshot of a world in the
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midst of profound transition. Unless anchored in the past, analysis of

the present is likely to be of only fleeting relevance and risks overlook-

ing the potent sources of change that run beneath the surface and

become apparent only in historical relief.

Using the past as a guide to the future admittedly entails its own

analytic dangers. The spread of democracy has unquestionably altered

the character of life both within and among nations. Digital technol-

ogy and its impact on everything from weaponry to communications

to commerce surely make it hard to compare the travails of the

Roman Empire during the fourth century with the challenges facing

America today. The aim is therefore to sift and weigh, to use the past

selectively, and to be on the watch for historical lessons that might

mislead rather than illuminate. Furthermore, there are certain last-

ing truths about world affairs that endure because they are rooted in

the human condition. It is these truths that provide a sober warning 

of the need to be on guard against the return of great-power rivalry

and the bloodshed that accompanies it. But it is also these truths that

provide cause for optimism about our ability to learn from history and

avoid repeating the costly mistakes that have come before.

The central challenge of the future, I contend, will be the same as

in the past—managing relations among contending centers of power.

This claim runs counter to prevailing wisdom, which identifies ter-

rorism, overpopulation and disease in the developing world, ethnic

conflict, international crime, and environmental degradation as the

purported security challenges of the twenty-first century. By focusing

on a more traditional threat, I by no means intend to dismiss or trivi-

alize this new security agenda. On the contrary, I devote significant

attention to terrorism, collapsing states, and poverty in the pages that

follow. However, these concerns may well pale in comparison to the

dangers that will reemerge if America embraces the illusion that its

primacy is here to stay and that more traditional geopolitical chal-

lenges are gone for good.

This book is thus meant to be a corrective to a national debate that

has gone seriously off course. The costs will be high should the United

States fail to adjust its foreign policy to a changing international sys-

tem. The benefits of getting it right are equally substantial. Only if

America and the rest of the world start imagining life after Pax Amer-

icana now will they have the time and foresight to manage peacefully

the turbulent years that lie ahead. Perhaps then the United States can

bequeath the best of the American era to the world that comes next.
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