
Global Forecast 2016 | 19

“It has been a long and hard fight, and we have lost. This 

experience, unique in the history of the United States, does 

not signal necessarily the demise of the United States as a 

world power. The severity of the defeat and the circum-

stances of it, however, would seem to call for a reassess-

ment of the policies . . . which have characterized much of 

our participation.”

THIS WAS THE FINAL MESSAGE FROM THOMAS POLGAR, 

LAST STATION CHIEF IN SAIGON, AND WHILE WE ARE UN-

LIKELY TO SEE HELICOPTERS LANDING ON THE ROOFS 

OF EMBASSIES IN KABUL OR BAGHDAD, HIS WORDS 

AGAIN APPLY TO THE SITUATION IN WHICH AMERICA 

MAY SOON FIND ITSELF. A postmortem of how we got here 

is useful only if it guides us in the anarchic world that Amer-

ica now faces. 

Repairing the damage to American influence from Vietnam 

took almost a decade. This time it will be harder. In 1975, 

America faced a monolithic and sluggish competitor. Eu-

rope’s leaders needed American support against the Soviet 

Union. China and the major countries of the global south 

were not yet powerful nor did they actively seek to play a 
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role in international affairs. Now we face many 

challengers whose only common characteristic is 

a desire to expand their influence, often at the ex-

pense of the United States and its faltering allies. 

America may be the only global superpower, but 

in most regions it is actually in second or third 

place. Brazil dominates South America. Russia 

seeks to restore its control over its “near abroad.” 

China pursues regional “hegemony,” and India 

has capabilities that are the envy of any European 

power. South Africa, Turkey, Iran, and others ma-

neuver and compete for regional advantage and 

leadership. If we concentrate our full resources 

in any region, the United States is overpowering, 

but the global scope of our concerns limits our 

ability to do this—we face requirements, some-

times self-imposed, that our competitors do not. 

The experience of Iraq and Afghanistan shows 

that even overwhelming military power does not 

always bring happy results. 

Unlike the Cold War, we are not in a global con-

test. We are in a series of regional contests, some 

military, some not. America doesn’t have a strat-

egy for this new environment. Nor do we have 

strategic thinking to create that strategy. If we did 

have strategic thinking, someone might have re-

alized that the 13-year effort to bring democra-

cy and gender equality to the Middle East would 

produce chaos. These are undoubtedly noble 

goals, but the result is two wars that the United 

States won quickly and then lost, and not from a 

lack of commitment or resources. 

China’s Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank 

(AIIB) illustrates the problem of America’s lack 

of influence, even as it concerns idealistic goals. 

Slowing climate change is a U.S. priority. Devel-

opment is the priority for India, Brazil, and others. 

The International Monetary Fund and World Bank, 
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led by the United States, won’t lend for coal-fired 

or nuclear power plants. The AIIB will. Countries 

like India need dozens of new power plants in the 

next decade if they are to grow—not wind farms or 

solar panels. A bungled response to the new bank 

and congressional obtuseness on the value of the 

Export-Import bank means we are taking ourselves, 

and the global institutions created in 1945, out of 

the running. The effect is to pass the baton to China. 

“Responsibility to protect” can often sound like 

“Right to invade” to audiences in the global south. 

The seminal experience that shapes and justifies 

Western policy is the long struggle against totali-

tarianism. The seminal experience for non-Western 

countries is the long struggle against Western colo-

nialism and it is through this prism that they interpret 

our various interventions. 

Each region calls for a tailored strategy and a rec-

ognition of the strengths and limits of U.S. pow-

er. This strategy will require decisions on what we 

want—and some regions are more important than 

others—and what we can expect to get. Some re-

gions will require confrontation, others coopera-

tion, and a few can be left to their own devices. 

Coercion will rarely work and preaching is not re-

ally an option. The challenge lies with building a 

coherent global approach to regional efforts and 

resources to support them. 

This is not a lament for the demise of American 

power. America lacks a strategy for this new en-

vironment, but size, population, and wealth guar-

antee that the United States will always be in the 

top tier of countries. Leadership is another matter. 

Two related leadership crises means that Ameri-

ca will punch below its weight. The political tur-

moil that paralyzes Congress is so severe as to 

qualify as a constitutional crisis. The political cri-

sis is matched by intellectual weaknesses in what 

might be called the foreign policy “nomenklatura,” 

a weakness compounded by ideological politics 

and irrelevant academic debate. 

It is not clear that the nomenklatura realizes or ad-

mits that while our military has not been defeated, 

we have lost. The easy assumption of indispens-

able global power and responsibility that followed 

the Cold War should be shattered by events since 

2002, but it remains a comfortable refuge from 

hard thinking about the difficult choices. We must 

temper an ideological agenda for social change 

with actions to build and sustain influence, and 

between old allies and new powers. This choice is 

neither new nor black and white, but it can no lon-

ger be made on the assumption of easy and auto-

matic power. Its permanent members are the vic-

tors of 1945, not necessarily today’s great powers. 

U.S. global leadership is not immutable, and it has 

been severely injured since 2001. Leadership did not 

come from military power or busy interventions, but 

from powerful ideas and from creating international 

rules and institutions to implement them. Now these 

rules and institutions are being challenged—some 

want to replace them, others seeking only to gain 

what they see as their rightful place. The intellec-

tual core of American policy—democracy, self-de-

termination, rule of law—remain strong, but needs 

sustained engagement (not an occasional visit) with 

new powers if they are to remain persuasive to a 

world where power has shifted away from the North 

Atlantic. Overconfidence and unrealistic goals have 

damaged America in the world; with pragmatism 

and luck, we can recover. 




