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instructions ex ante or let them do what they think they 
need to do and then come back and justify it. But these are 
second generation problems – right now we’re not using these 
networks effectively.

Johnson: How do you see the relationship between those 
transnational networks that have been formed ‘from above’ 
and those that have emerged ‘from below’? 

Slaughter: Corporations, NGOs and criminals are all 
organised in networks because networks fit with the speed, 
decentralisation, and communications technology of the 
21st century. Governments are the outliers. If you create 
government networks you will empower civil society networks 
because you will give them valuable interlocutors. Take the 
environmental arena. Right now, if you are an environmental 
NGO you can lobby the UN, the UN environmental programme 
in Nairobi, the WTO, or individual national governments, but 
you don’t have one address where you know you are getting 
the key decision-makers. If you had a global environmental 
network of the environmental ministers and they met a 
couple of times every year, then civil society would know who 
is meeting, what decisions are on the agenda and how to 
influence them. 

We need global norms about the transparency of these entities. 
For one thing, they must have a website! Networks become 
real when they become virtual. If they are not virtual they’re 
just ‘I know somebody who knows somebody who knows 
somebody.’ The minute you put them on the web you get 
specifics – we can see who the members are, when they meet, 
and what’s on their agenda. It would empower civil society 
if you formalised these global networks enough to enhance 
their capacity and their accountability, but not so much that 
you turn them into big vertical bureaucracies. 

Johnson: You have admired but, ultimately, been unpersuaded 
by David Held’s cosmopolitan blueprint for a ‘global covenant’.3 
Why?

3	 Held 2004; Hale and Slaughter 2005. 
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Slaughter: I don’t think there is the kind of global community 
that must exist to create a global covenant. He’s really positing 
a global polity and we are very, very, very far from that. So 
his starting point is ‘If we had this, then… .’ Well, yes, but 
we don’t have it, and talking about it will, in many countries, 
push us further from having it. In the United States when 
you start talking about a ‘global covenant’ you empower 
the sovereigntists – people who (for some legitimate liberal 
democratic reasons) already see their ability to shape their 
own futures being eroded. If you want to get to the place Held 
wants to get to you’d be better off working through national 
officials, and taking heed of people’s fears at every step, rather 
than positing something that looks like world government.

Johnson: This suggests you think we are in a transitional 
era. A couple of contrasting phrases in a post you wrote at the 
foreign policy blog TPM Café struck me. The first was oriented 
to the future: ‘the global community should create a capacity 
to be able to… .’ while the second was oriented to the present: 
‘But absent that capacity... .’’4 Perhaps much of our present 
difficulty in formulating strategy and policy is because we know 
we need capacity, but we also know we lack it. How should 
political theory and political practice act on that transitional 
terrain?

Slaughter: There are two ways in which that terrain is very 
challenging. First is the conceptual challenge: we need new 
blueprints. Our situation is akin to that faced by the various 
framers of liberal democracies back in the 18th century. 
Today, once again, we need new forms because we’re not 
going to get there with our current conceptual frameworks 
and intellectual technology. We’re muddling through. 

Second, the new terrain demands we do two-level game politics 
(to use political science terminology). In other words, we have 
to play on the domestic front and on the international front 
at once. And it is triply complicated because international 
players can see your domestic front and your domestic 
opponents can see the international front. That complexity 
can help you if, for instance, your foreign partners know your 

4	 Slaughter 2006a. 
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congress won’t pass things so don’t ask you to give them 
up. But it can also hurt you if your domestic opponents can 
take things that are happening in the international sphere 
and make them a domestic political issue. The new politics 
requires people who are much more politically attuned than 
the traditional diplomat or foreign minister. It used to be 
that the world of ‘foreign policy’ was a ‘post-election’ world. 
In other words, the elections were run on bread and butter 
issues and then when somebody came into office, he or she 
could appoint the foreign minister and that person would 
work with the diplomats. Well, no more. You really have got 
to be paying attention to what sells domestically, and at the 
same time know how to take that little political space you’ve 
got, intercept it with the political space of 191 other nations, 
or at least the nations of a region, and create something that 
will actually fly! 

The Idea That Is America is aimed at the ordinary American 
voters rather than at the foreign policy community because, 
these days, we have to engage a much wider group of citizens 
in decisions about our foreign policy if we’re going to be able 
to create the political space necessary to do what we need 
to do.

Part 2: Forging a World of Liberty Under Law

Johnson: One effort to face up to those conceptual and political 
challenges was the Princeton Project on National Security.5 
You were the convener and academic co-chair of this ambitious 
undertaking, which involved experts working collaboratively 
over a long period to develop a bipartisan national security 
strategy for the United States. Your report, co-authored with 
G. John Ikenberry, Forging a World of Liberty Under Law: 
US National Security in the 21st Century, was published in 
2006. 

When the report was launched you said, ‘We set out to write 
a collective ‘X’ article … We went looking for something like 

5	 See the Princeton Security Project website http://www.
wws.princeton.edu/ppns/ 
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containment … that one magic phrase that would capture 
American national security policy in the 21st century in 
the way that containment did, at least apocryphally, in the 
20th century. About halfway through, we realised that was 
impossible.’6 Why was that? 

Slaughter: In the 20th century it was easy to identify the one 
threat that, if you didn’t get it right, it didn’t matter what 
else you did. In the early part of the century it was the rising 
powers, then fascism, and then communism. What is different 
in the 21st century is that although we do face terrorism as 
a major threat, it is not the only one. No one could argue 
that terrorist networks are a greater threat than, say, nuclear 
proliferation. Of course there’s an intersection between 
the two – nuclear-proliferation can result in the terrorists 
getting a nuclear weapon – but even absent that, the spectre 
of a nuclear Iran or a nuclear Saudi Arabia is a nightmare. 
Similarly with climate change – if we don’t tackle this we’re 
not going to have a planet, while in the shorter term there 
will be security issues as nations try to counter the effects of 
climate change. The Princeton Project participants realised 
that looking for an equivalent to containment presumed one 
overarching threat. But we are in a world of multiple threats, 
and at least 5 of them – terrorism, nuclear proliferation, 
pandemics, climate change, the implosion of the Middle East 
– are equal in gravity. And there are two major challenges: 
the rise of India and China and the challenge of managing 
globalisation. So you have to have a strategy that can respond 
in multiple directions at once.
 
Johnson: In response, some critics have said the Princeton 
Project did not offer a strategy so much as a laundry list of 
threats. One wrote, ‘The point of a grand strategy is to prioritize, 
and [the Report] simply refuses to do that.’7 

Slaughter: And that, as far as we’re concerned, is old 
thinking. If that’s your attitude you are not going to be able 
to shape a strategy that can work. And this was a collective 
conclusion, after a lot of thinking by a lot of great minds. 

6	 Slaughter 2006b.
7	 Drezner 2006.
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A Grand Strategy group led by John Ikenberry and Frank 
Fukuyama came in and said, ‘We’re not paying nearly enough 
attention to the rise of India and China.’ In classic geopolitics, 
where you’re looking at relations between states, the issue 
of accommodating rising states is huge. America must 
focus on what’s happening in Asia – the threats that are not 
being faced and the opportunities that are being lost. And 
the Princeton Project had other experts writing on nuclear 
proliferation, terrorism, bio-threats, climate change, and 
energy security. The demand that we prioritise is part of the 
problem. The Bush administration, for example, has decided 
the successor to Nazism and Communism is ‘Islamofascism’. 
We think that’s both counter-productive in its own terms and 
an example of 20th century thinking trying to cope with a 21st 
century world.

Johnson: Nonetheless, you and G. John Ikenberry did propose 
one overarching concept to sum up the strategic framework you 
proposed: ‘liberty under law’. What does that concept seek to 
foreground? 

Slaughter: A large part of what we are getting at with that 
concept has been American policy since Jefferson – that for 
moral and instrumental reasons a world of mature liberal 
democracies would be a better and safer place. That’s Kant 
and Jefferson both. When he was national security adviser, 
Tony Lake developed the strategy of the ‘enlargement’ of the 
community of democracies.8 But what we really sought to 
foreground, as you put it, is an end-state of liberty under 
law, meaning countries governed by the rule of law, where 
the law itself safeguards individual liberty consistent with the 
obligations of the community as a whole. Democracy, if by 
that you mean representative government, is one part of that 
end-state, but only one part. Our founders understood that 
– our history, like the history of any liberal democracy, is 
as much or more about building the institutions that create 
accountable governments and rights-regarding government as 
it is about popular government. The concept of liberty under 
law also signals that there must be rules at the international 
level as well as the domestic level. To call for a world of liberty 

8	 Lake 2000. 
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under the law is not the same as calling for a world of liberal 
democratic states, although that’s part of it. We are calling for 
liberal democratic states to be subject to international law. 

Johnson: What are the central differences, and what are 
the elements of continuity, if any exist, between ‘the Bush 
doctrine’ and the ‘grand strategy of forging a world of liberty 
under law’? 

Slaughter: Tell me what you mean by ‘The Bush Doctrine’. 

Johnson: Let’s say a fairly aggressive strategy of promoting 
democracy, a willingness to use military force, and a refusal 
to be put off from using that force because you haven’t been 
able to put an international alliance in place. Plus the idea 
that the root cause of the threat is the stagnation – politically, 
economically and culturally – of an entire region, so the only 
serious response is to promote political change in that region.

Slaughter: The Bush administration at its best looks long 
term at a lot of problems – terrorism is the most obvious. 
The Bush administration sees terrorists as a symptom and 
thinks their defeat requires social and economic and political 
change to empower individuals to make the most of their 
lives. And that’s the concept of liberty – the liberty to flourish 
as human beings. And in that sense the Bush administration 
is continuing the policy of the Clinton administration, which 
continued the policy of the Reagan administration, which 
continued the policy of the Carter administration. You really 
have to go back to Kissinger before you get a break. A lot of 
what’s happened since Kissinger was in reaction to a purely 
‘realist’ foreign policy. So there is continuity there. We agree 
that long term democratisation is the best hope of creating a 
safer international environment for all of us. And yes, that 
does involve thinking about political change. Similarly, we 
also think there is great value in liberal democracies being 
able to bolster one another. So we propose a ‘concert of 
democracies’ – which has gotten a lot of heat – the Chinese 
and some Democrats are equally furious.  

Johnson: Well, don’t be put off.

Slaughter: Oh, we’re not. But we differ from the ‘Bush doctrine’ 
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on a number of grounds. First, the biggest difference between 
the neo-cons and John and me concerns the willingness 
to use military force. We share a lot of ends but we really 
disagree on means. John and I are far more skeptical of the 
ability to achieve long term change with what inevitably has 
to be short term means. Throwing troops at a problem is a 
short-term solution. Second, John and I are far more humble 
about how pro-active a role the United States can really play. 
We see a huge role for a community of liberal democracies 
to support new democratic forces in different countries, 
we see a role for economic change, we talk a lot about PAR 
(popular, accountable, and rights-regarding governments) 
and we believe that getting accountable government means 
fighting corruption, making things more transparent, making 
it clear where the money goes, building courts, ensuring 
checks and balances. Third, John and I think we are involved 
in a much more complex and longer term process. The Bush 
administration thinks ‘Gee, we can just set things in motion 
and they will take it from there.’ In my new book I use this 
great quote from Jefferson where he says, ‘The ball of liberty 
is now well in motion and will roll around the world.’ Well, it’s 
not that simple.

Johnson: Some critics argue the foreign policy proposed 
in the Princeton Report is too complex and will lose out at 
election time to the simpler policy of ‘war on terror’. How do 
you respond?

Slaughter: I understand the problem of delivering a complex 
message, and I certainly don’t think you engage median 
voters with the Princeton Report! The Idea That Is America 
has many of the same ideas as the Princeton Project but is 
written for a wider audience. The real question is: can we 
convince American voters that ‘Islamofascism’ is 20th century 
thinking and that they’re now in a more complex and messy 
world? I think we can. The ‘war on terror’ frame is leaving 
us unprepared and individual voters can see with their own 
eyes the rise of China, the dangers of nuclear proliferation, 
climate change, and energy security. Even the Pentagon tried 
to change ‘the GWOT’ (the global war on terror) to ‘the GSAVE’ 
(the global struggle against violent extremism) recognising 
that it’s not a war, that calling it a war is counterproductive, 
and that it really is a struggle against violent extremism. Of 
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course they got overruled by the White House, which refused 
to give up the political value of being ‘at war.’ 

Muscular Wilsonianism

Johnson: Let’s turn to the underpinning philosophy of the 
Princeton Report. You are no Kissingerian realist, that’s for 
sure. Indeed, you point out that it was the ‘backlash against 
Kissingerian realism – against the very idea that U.S. foreign 
policy would not be guided in some way by American values 
… [that] fed the neoconservative movement in the first place.’9 
You have described yourself as a ‘muscular Wilsonian’ who 
seeks to ‘break out of the corner that the neocons have boxed 
us into.’ But you are also skeptical of the efficacy of an overly 
idealistic liberal internationalism, and so you end up calling for 
‘an intermediate position that is neither liberal internationalist 
(much less neo-colonialist) nor realist, but that integrates 
important elements of both.’10 At the level of foundational ideas, 
can you tell me what are you seeking to preserve from liberal 
internationalism and from realism? 

Slaughter: What I take from liberal internationalism is what it 
had to begin with but then lost, and which the neo-cons helped 
bring back. Kant did not seek multilateralism for its own sake 
because he knew that what you could achieve internationally 
depended on what nations were like domestically. Yet today, 
in its weakest form, liberal internationalism has become the 
dogma that everything has to be done through international 
institutions without paying attention to the types of 
governments who are in those institutions. In fact there are 
very diverse governments in those institutions – autocracies, 
oligarchies, theocracies as well as democracies and they water 
down any effort to distinguish between governments based on 
domestic regime type – they’ll treat a genocidal dictatorship 
the same way as they’ll treat a liberal democracy. I reject that 
and so did Kant, who was the first to grapple with what we 
now call the ‘trilemma’. He knew ‘world government’ was not 
going to work but he also knew you needed some kind of 

9	 Slaughter 2007b.
10	Slaughter 2006b.
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global governance capacity. His solution was a federation of 
free states. (He also imagined that relations among the states 
in this federation would be magically harmonious – I doubt 
that, but the issue is not absence of conflict, but absence 
of violent conflict.) Liberal internationalism is not just about 
multilateralism, but also about promoting (or ‘standing for,’ 
a better term) liberal democracy as best you can on a global 
level. 

I take two things from realism. One, you have to deal with 
governments that don’t look like you. Your vision of the world 
may be a world of liberal democratic states where all human 
beings have a roughly equal shot at governing themselves and 
determining their life chances, but nonetheless you are going 
to work with governments that have a very different vision. 
Two, the value of prudence. You can’t for a minute believe 
that Reinhold Niebuhr, for example, was not deeply committed 
to liberal democracy, but he was fully aware of the dangers 
of missionary visions. I write a lot about the importance of 
tempering any vision with humility and a sober grasp of the 
realities of politics. And, in that sense, the way we now have 
to play two-level game politics is probably healthy – nothing 
brings you down to earth faster than thinking about how on 
earth you’re going to sell something to the voters.

Johnson: One critic has argued that far from integrating 
pre-existing perspectives the Princeton Project fails to resolve 
tensions between ‘two very different approaches to US 
engagement with the world – global internationalism and 
democratic multinationalism.’ He continues:

The former aims above all to mute the strife of ideologies; 
to preserve and establish peace and international law; 
and to establish cooperative frameworks for addressing 
truly global problems of public health, population growth, 
resource management and environmental preservation 
and restoration. The latter is an inherently revolutionary 
program that seeks to place the United States at the head 
of a liberal democratic internationale bent on pursuing 
political transformation around the globe. While the 
authors seek to construct an intellectual framework in 
which these two agendas exist in harmony, and see these 
cooperative systems as embedded in concentric circles, 
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the two approaches are actually destined to collide. If we 
pursue both at once, neither will succeed. It is necessary 
to pick one.11

How do you respond? 

Slaughter: Frankly, it points to an almost willful denial of 
what is actually happening in the world. And when it comes 
from Europeans it drives me crazy, because the EU is both 
a huge force in global politics and a community of liberal 
democratic states. If you take aid from it you have to meet 
standards designed to move you in a particular direction. 
The EU is not a ‘missionary’ organization but it does stand 
for a set of values and promotes them in various ways. But 
the EU is also deeply engaged in the UN, which is a global 
internationalist venture. The idea that these two things can’t 
co-exist seems to me willfully blind. And if we study what 
liberal internationalism was in the past, we find it was both. It 
was certainly both under Wilson and Roosevelt while Truman 
created the UN on the one hand and NATO and the Marshall 
Plan on the other. 

The failures of US foreign policy

Johnson: Let’s turn to US foreign policy. Nicholas Kristof 
recently asked ‘Why are we so lousy at foreign policy?’ Thomas 
E. Ricks’ remarkable book, Fiasco: The American Military 
Adventure in Iraq, is only the latest to catalogue the failures 
– military, political, intelligence – of the US effort in Iraq.12 And 
Larry Diamond has suggested that ‘The US is in a quagmire in 
Iraq because it rushed to war, and then to occupation, without 
a plan or even a realistic assessment.’13 Is American foreign 
policy-making dysfunctional? 

Slaughter: You can’t underestimate the incredible hubris at 
the top of the Bush team. They had complete certainty not 
only that they knew what was right but that everything done 

11	 Dan K’ 2006.
12	Ricks 2007.
13	Diamond 2006.
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before them, or suggested by people who disagreed with them, 
was wrong. Remember, when Bush comes in the attitude is 
‘ABC, Anything But Clinton.’ As regards Iraq, people who 
knew better got dismissed – from General Shinseki who told 
them they needed more troops, to the State Department 
planners. But there is a second reason and that is the decline 
in the quality of the people working in our government. 
John F. Kennedy inspired masses of people to go into the 
government but the Kennedy generation is retiring. And we 
have suffered three decades of wailing about government – 
the slogan ‘government is the problem not the solution,’ talk 
of ‘wasteful bureaucracy,’ attacks on ‘Washington,’ and all 
of that. Moreover, there has also been the development of 
really exciting civil society alternatives to government service. 
The result is that some of my smartest students who really 
want to change things, the savvy ones who speak multiple 
languages and have spent time abroad, are not going into the 
government. They are going into NGOs – they are more likely 
to go to Iraq with the Red Cross or CARE or Doctors without 
Borders than to the State Department or the Pentagon. Add 
in the Bush administration loyalty tests that go all the way 
down – resulting in these 23 years olds who know nothing but 
who have worked for the Heritage Foundation – and you get 
complete dysfunctionality. 

New strategies for democracy-promotion

Johnson: Democracy promotion has a bad name after Iraq. 
Liberty Under Law calls for a ‘more sophisticated strategy 
of creating the deeper preconditions for successful liberal 
democracy – preconditions that extend far beyond the simple 
holding of elections.’14 What are these ‘deeper preconditions’ of 
democracy? And what would a ‘more sophisticated strategy’ of 
democracy promotion look like? 

Slaughter: First, our world is interdependent and information-
rich, so we need a global strategy, or at the very least a regional 
strategy. It’s not as if each country just develops in its own 
way. What happens in other countries has a huge effect. 

14	Ikenberry and Slaughter 2006a, p. 10. 
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Just think about the impact of the Orange revolution. Or 
look at the East Asian tigers: one country’s successful move 
from a dictatorship to democracy had a big impact on other 
countries. Second, America’s founders never thought that 
we were going be exceptional in being a liberal democracy. 
They thought we were blessed to be the first – to demonstrate 
that government by the consent of the governed was actually 
possible. They thought that America was just one example of a 
country putting universal values into practice and that there 
would be many other countries that would put those values 
into practice, each having a different trajectory and different 
institutions. Today, the US needs to be far more sensitive to 
the very many different ways these same values have been 
realised. We should neither insist on an American template 
nor wash our hands and say, ‘let people develop on their 
own.’ Third, I would love to see a concert of democracies able 
to support institutions and individuals that are pushing for 
liberal democracy by giving them aid and by creating networks 
of support. There is a tremendous amount to be done there. 
We’ve called for a Global PAR Index (an index of popular, 
accountable, rights-regarding government) which would be 
very helpful. Imagine if Freedom House came together with 
NGOs in twenty countries from different civilisations and 
developed such an index. Everybody reads Freedom House’s 
Freedom Index as a ‘US’ affair – the US government deciding 
who’s up to par or not. Well, let’s have a genuine PAR index 
and we could all be rated.

Johnson: Anatol Lieven and John Hulsman, in their book 
Ethical Realism: A Vision for America’s Role in the World,15 
express skepticism about democracy-promotion. They favour 
instead the long-term promotion of the institutional and cultural 
conditions for the organic growth of democracy via social 
and economic transformation, institutional development and 
capacity building. Without this, they argue, we will only get 
more pseudo-democracies that will be even more dangerous 
than the openly non-democratic states they replace. Lieven has 
summed up this last concern by quoting Shakespeare: ‘Lilies 
that fester smell far worse than weeds.’16 I am torn between 

15	Lieven and Hulsman 2006.
16	Lieven / Slaughter 2006. 
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thinking these kinds of warnings correct and thinking them a 
recipe for passivity, when we don’t really have the time to remain 
passive. What did you make of Lieven’s ‘ethical realism’?

Slaughter: One thing the Bush administration has gotten 
right is to say that part of the problem was that in the Cold 
War we said, ‘if you are on our side we will just turn a blind 
eye to whatever you do, you can imprison people, torture 
people, fix elections, deny your political opposition any rights 
at all and we will just not pay any attention.’ And that was for 
both geo-strategic and business reasons – the biggest lobby 
against pushing for democracy or human rights is business. 
In the Unites States there are already many forces that push 
you in the direction of compromise. If you are not very clear 
that, where possible, you are going to support pro-democratic 
elements, and you are going to insist on adherence to a set 
of universal human rights, then you are pushed back toward 
inertia. Look, whatever your policy you will have to make trade-
offs at every turn. But if you start with that ‘realist’ policy, I 
fear there’s going to be a lot of realism and little ethics.

The Case for a Concert of Democacies

Johnson: The Princeton report takes a refreshingly sober 
approach to the system of international institutions that the 
United States and its allies built after World War II. You say 
that system is ‘broken’ and a new architecture of global 
governance and security is needed. Your model is the Truman 
administration’s response to the Cold War – ‘imagination and 
leadership in creating institutions to lock in a set of shared goals 
and values.’17 Liberty under Law makes practical proposals to 
lock in progressive values: Security Council Reform and a new 
‘Concert of Democracies’. The reform of the Security Council, 
you write, is the ‘single most important issue,’ if the UN is to 
live up to our hopes. Why?

Slaughter: First, everything else is just nibbling around the 
edges. The Security Council absorbed the biggest amount of 
time and effort of the original negotiators because that’s where 

17	Ikenberry and Slaughter 2006c. 
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the power is – and it remains the most important institution 
in the UN. Second, no one can believe in 2025 that decisions 
about global security are going to be taken by countries that 
won the Second World War! It would be as if you’d said in 
1945, ‘OK, Concert of Europe time.’ It’s just not credible. 

We’ve never tried to overhaul the Security Council when 
the US was really willing to put political capital behind it. 
We’re the single largest contributor to the UN and we’d get a 
tremendous response if we said to the world, ‘OK, we may be 
the first power in history to recognise we’ve got to cede power, 
but we recognise that for the Security Council to work in the 
21st century we’ve got to make room at the table.’ Countries 
like India and Brazil would be overjoyed, and we could insist 
there be a Muslim country and two African countries. The 
formulas exist to get there; what’s been lacking is the political 
will. I honestly think you either do this or accept that you are 
condemning the UN to increasing irrelevance in large parts of 
the world.

Johnson: How would you tackle the question of the veto on the 
Security Council?

Slaughter: In expanding the Security Council we could 
develop a system of weighted voting. In the run up to the Iraq 
war, let’s say the French had vetoed but nobody else had and 
the majority of votes had gone for the US. The view of the 
invasion would have been very, very different. We are likely to 
move to a world where even though you have the veto, the veto 
doesn’t carry decisive weight if it’s only one. More important 
will be the configuration of countries backing the policy. 

Johnson: And yet, rather than put all your eggs in the basket 
of UN reform, the Princeton report also proposed the creation 
of a ‘Concert of Democracies’. Who would be the members of 
a Concert of Democracies, and what would its powers and 
purposes be? Would it be a pressure group to ensure UN 
Security Council reform or an alternative to the UN Security 
Council? And is there a danger it would become ‘the West 
versus the Rest’? 

Slaughter: Well that last question is important. The concert 
of democracies must be global – if we can’t do it with India 
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and Brazil and South Africa then I don’t think we should do 
it, at least not now. It is critical to demonstrate that liberal 
democracy is not a Western but a universal construct and that 
many developing countries are equally capable of creating 
liberal democracies that work. That doesn’t mean that every 
liberal democracy in the world has to be part of it but it does 
mean that some major non-Western powers have to be part 
of it from the beginning. Europe won’t do it otherwise. To be 
honest, if it’s seen as ‘Made in Washington’ nobody will join 
because it will be seen as a blind for US power. 

Ideally, the concert of democracies will push UN reform. 
Once the UN is reformed I see the concert acting within 
the UN to support liberal democracy. The term ‘concert’ is 
carefully chosen. It’s not a global NATO. It allows countries 
to concert their action in more organised form but it is not 
a formal alliance. Creating it should enhance the chances 
of UN reform because it signals that you can’t wait forever. 
Right now, the Security Council powers have very little 
incentive to make room at the table. Only if they think that 
there could be alternatives – and this would by no means be 
the only alternative – do they have the incentive to do what’s 
necessary. 

As regards the question of who is a member of the concert of 
democracies, we tried to design a formula that would make 
it like the EU – every member would have to agree to sign 
a treaty with an incoming member, a non-aggression treaty 
that also commits you to upholding the values. That way you 
would have a lot of checks on who comes in. 

Johnson: Anatol Lieven has criticised the idea of a Concert of 
Democracies, arguing that in certain parts of the world it would 
‘turn into backing some nations against other nations which 
would actually make international relations and the promotion 
of democracy a great deal harder and even more violent.’ 18 
How do you respond? 

Slaughter: This idea that the concert of democracies is going 
to ‘back’ countries is not at all our conception. If it comes 

18	Lieven / Slaughter 2006. 
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about at all the concert of democracies will be a loose untidy 
fractious organisation that nevertheless can offer incentives 
for governments to move towards liberal democracy (you 
can imagine having ‘candidate members’ as the EU does) 
and provide real support for fledgling democracies – not 
just financial support but technical support, the creation of 
networks to bolster transitional democracies, and so on. This 
is not about aggressively backing some nations but about 
supporting countries that are trying to become democracies 
and supporting groups within countries that are trying to 
achieve democracy via mechanisms that have a multilateral 
stamp of approval so they are not seen as puppets of the US 
or of any other country. 

Countering Terrorism

Johnson: You have written, ‘We are losing the war on terror 
because we are treating the symptoms and not the cause.’19 What 
in your view are the ‘causes’? 

Slaughter: The deep causes of terrorism are a combination 
of lack of opportunity and cultural humiliation. There is a 
concentration of Muslims in the Middle East who are very 
conscious of their backwardness relative to many other 
parts of the world, while they are simultaneously aware of 
a great heritage. They are then easily manipulated to feel 
hatred of the Unites States and the West as responsible for 
that humiliation. Poverty is relevant but that’s not what 
is driving the terrorism. It’s much more about a sense of 
humiliation and inferiority and a desire to be able to fight 
back. So when Osama bin Laden gets support from people 
who would never actually do what he is advocating, they are 
saying, ‘Here is someone who is standing up to America and 
the West.’ We need to find ways to integrate these countries 
into the global system in ways that create opportunities 
and offer a very different account of what Islam was in the 
past and can be again. This is not something the West can 
do alone – it’s a struggle within Islam. 

19	Slaughter 2006c. 



The Democratiya Interviews

262

Johnson: You have argued that we should define terrorists as 
criminals, not soldiers, and you reject the idea that Islamism 
is an ideology similar to previous totalitarian pathologies-
cum-ideologies-cum-political movements. Liberty Under Law 
states: ‘In an effort to combat radicalization in Middle Eastern 
states, the United States should make every effort to work 
with Islamic governments and Islamic/Islamist movements, 
including fundamentalists, as long as they disavow terrorism.’ 
It goes on: ‘Framing the struggle against terrorism as a war 
similar to World War II or the Cold War lends legitimacy and 
respect to an enemy that deserves neither; the result is to 
strengthen, not degrade, our adversary.’20 In rejecting ‘the 
Paul Berman view’ – if I can call it that – surely it can’t be 
decisive that that view boosts the enemy (bracketing whether 
it actually does). Surely there must be reasons for believing 
‘the Berman view’ untrue as opposed to merely unhelpful or 
dispiriting. What are those reasons? 

Slaughter: I think it is untrue now. I worry that we could make 
it a self-fulfilling prophecy. It is possible for me to imagine 
the Muslim world roused, or controlled, on the scale that 
Fascist and Communist countries were. It’s certainly not out 
of the question that we could face a group of radical Islamist 
states that defined themselves as an alternative to Western 
civilisation in much the way that the Soviet version of Marxism 
did. But that is very avoidable and I worry deeply that the 
way we are handling things strategically is making matters 
worse not better. But you are quite right to say that as of now 
this is a serious threat. No question. It is a hybrid between a 
military threat and a purely criminal threat. We call it a global 
insurgency in the Princeton Report and we say you need to fight 
it with law-enforcement, intelligence and special operations. 
I recognise there are situations in which traditional law-
enforcement does not work. But the threat comes from what 
is still a relatively small sect among Muslims that completely 
rejects some very important Islamic tenets – the prohibition on 
the purposeful killing of civilians, most obviously. 

We would do better to think about the enemy as a group of 
mass murderers or twisted criminals who need to be fought 

20	Ikenberry and Slaughter 2006a, pp. 12, 13. 
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on a global basis, but by methods that are closer to the ways 
we take on arms and money trafficking than to those we use in 
all-out war. It just isn’t war, in my view, and the consequences 
of calling it ‘war’ are counter-productive, and in the US it has 
led to some bad domestic political choices. 

Johnson: But we must be able to openly discuss Islam in 
relation to the terrorist threat. The Princeton Report argues that, 
‘Since 9/11 the Bush administration has sought to convince 
ordinary pious Muslims around the world that America seeks 
no quarrel with them. The best way to start is to take Islam 
itself out of the equation.’21 However, in a Pew Opinion Poll 
six per cent of British Muslims said 7/7 was ‘justified’ (which 
translated into 100,000 British Muslims). Surely we have a 
cultural crisis within Islam-in-modernity, rather than a criminal 
conspiracy? In the failed Glasgow airport attacks in 2007, even 
when the terrorist (who has since died) was a ball of flame and 
the police were trying to apprehend him, he was still throwing 
punches, shouting ‘Allah! Allah!’ 

The challenge is to acknowledge that Islam is struggling to 
come to terms with modernity and individuality without 
framing that blunt truth in such a way that it sounds like 
we believe there is a ‘war of civilisations’ going on. It’s a 
difficult political argument to make and some of the Bush 
administration struggle to make it. 

Slaughter: Right. And one of the difficulties has been the ‘war 
on terror’ frame. You know, Bush’s initial instincts were great. 
He went to a mosque and was very embracing of American 
Muslims. We need to rely more on inter-faith efforts. In the 
US we have had a separation of church and state in foreign 
policy on a global level. There have been meetings of global 
religious leaders but we have not sought to integrate these 
into how we make foreign policy. Yet we are going to have to 
do just that and for just the reasons you said. If you try to 
pretend it’s not connected to Islam you get written off as a 
fool. You put it very well. But it is a fringe group, an extremist 
group, and our job is to keep it that way. Because if we don’t 
do this right we may see a credible claim that there is a ‘war 

21	Ikenberry and Slaughter 2006a, p. 45.
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against Islam’ and in ten years it will look a lot more like the 
existential threat that the administration says we face today. 

Rethinking Humanitarian Interventionism

Johnson: Can I ask you about your views on humanitarian 
intervention? In 2004, writing in Foreign Affairs with Lee 
Feinstein, you proposed ‘a collective “duty to prevent” nations 
run by rulers without internal checks on their power from 
acquiring or using WMD,’ and you identified the existing rules 
governing the use of force, embodied in the UN Charter, as 
‘inadequate’.22 However, in June 2006 you published an essay, 
‘Rethinking Darfur’, in part after reading an article by David 
Rieff’ in which he wrote:
 

The idea that, after Bosnia, Rwanda, Kosovo, and Iraq, 
intelligent activists can still speak of humanitarian 
intervention as if it were an uncomplicated act of rescue 
without grave implications is a testimony to the refusal 
of the best and brightest among us to think seriously 
about politics. Is this what the marriage of human rights 
and American exceptionalism has led us to? If so, God 
help us.23 

Have your views on intervention been reshaped by the 
experience of Iraq? 

Slaughter: The responsibility to protect is the single most 
important shift in the definition of sovereignty since the Treaty 
of Westphalia itself. Remember, it took 300 years for us to fully 
identify and appreciate the importance of that Treaty. Today, 
we stand at the outset of a new era. The responsibility to protect 
is the first intellectually coherent account of sovereignty that 
integrates Westphalian sovereignty with universal human 
rights and I strongly support it. Governments have to be 
on notice that they have a duty to their people and if they 
become the enemies of their people, or of a significant group 
of their people, the international community has the right to 
intervene. 

22	Feinstein and Slaughter 2004. 
23	Rieff 2006; Slaughter 2006a.
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But the decision to intervene must be a multilateral one. That 
means a UN decision, or at least a decision supported by a 
broadly representative regional organisation. That is very 
hard to get, and it is good that it is hard to get – it means that 
we have to think through the consequences rather than just 
go in and stop the killing without a plan. And this is where I 
rethought Darfur. I still support intervention of various kinds 
but I no longer think that it is OK just to send a bunch of 
troops in to stop the killing without a plan for what next. We 
ought to have a no-fly zone, and ought to create a situation in 
which many Darfuris feel safe to go back to their homes, but 
we’d better have a plan after that. If you go in and then pull 
out – and publics get tired of supporting the troops – failing to 
leave people with some longer-term regional settlement, or at 
least a settlement within Darfur, you are just setting people 
up for another round. 

I strongly support shifting the norms to allow for intervention, 
but I also think that you need a prudential brake through 
a multilateral decision-making process to avoid any one 
country from using the humanitarian justification as a 
disguise for its own power ambitions. Equally important, 
you need multilateral decision-making to ensure you have 
really thought through what you are doing so you don’t make 
matters worse. 

Johnson: But isn’t there a danger? Rieff’s argument might 
become a recipe for inaction in the face of genocide. He was 
once one of the loudest advocates of humanitarian intervention, 
but I wonder if his rethink, while initially valuable, is not now 
in danger of tipping over into the careless rewriting of recent 
history. Rwanda, after all, teaches us nothing at all about the 
dangers of humanitarian intervention, though it teaches us 
much about the tragic costs of inaction. As for the interventions 
in the Balkans, flawed as they were, they were examples 
of US-European partnership, not ‘US Exceptionalism’ – and 
they ended Serb imperialism and ethnic cleansing to boot. 
There is a danger of over-reacting to Iraq, lurching from a 
naively optimistic interventionism to an absurdly pessimistic 
isolationism. 

Given that some intervention may be vetoed at the Security 
Council, while regional powers may resist action for all kinds 
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of self-interested reasons, can you envisage situations in which 
an ongoing genocide might have to be stopped unilaterally? 

Slaughter: I can, but then you have to do what Abraham 
Lincoln did when he overrode habeas corpus. You do it, but 
then you go back and ask for approval. And knowing you are 
going to have to justify yourself later makes you plan more 
effectively. And because you know you will have to prove 
it was indeed a humanitarian intervention, you will shape 
what you do on the ground. But look, as regards Rwanda, 
any nation should have been able to go in if they could have 
stopped the killing, including my own. But then you have to 
be prepared to face international judgement and you should 
invite it. 

Part 3: Keeping Faith with Our Values in a Dangerous 
World 

Johnson: President Adams said that the best thing America 
could do to promote democracy was to preserve the power and 
magnetic pull of the successful example. Would it be fair to say 
that your latest book – The Idea that is America: Keeping Faith 
with Our Values in a Dangerous World – is a post-Iraq book 
that seeks to understand why US power and magnetism has 
been so badly damaged and how it can be restored? 

Slaughter: I wrote the book because I felt strongly that we had 
lost our way in the world. Internationally, we have squandered 
a great deal of our moral authority and this is agonising for 
someone like myself who – while clear-eyed about America’s 
many mistakes – grew up believing that at our best we use 
our power for good. I wrote the book to do what I could to help 
us find our way back. 

I wanted to tell a very different story about American history 
and American values – patriotic, in the sense of cherishing 
the values and feeling proud of much of what America has 
achieved as a country while, at the same time, honest about 
our failings. I review many of the darker moments in our 
history, but also celebrate our willingness to identify the 
gap between our founding rhetoric and our current reality 
– and to force the government to close it – as an important 
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mechanism of social change. We talked about ‘all men are 
created equal’ but we had slaves. So abolitionist groups and 
freed slaves themselves such as Frederick Douglass said, ‘You 
are complete hypocrites! You talk about equality but look at 
my world!’ That insistence, over time, and at the cost of a 
great war, gradually forced the abolition of slavery. A hundred 
years later Martin Luther King, Jr. did the same thing with 
the absence of civil rights – not rejecting the Constitution, 
but calling on all Americans to make it real. It is because we 
are committed to a set of founding values that critics can get 
purchase; and those critics are the soul of patriotism. 

Johnson: So what is ‘the idea that is America’? 

Slaughter: The title is taken from a letter sent by Capt. Ian 
Fishback, a West Point educated soldier who served in Iraq 
and Afghanistan, to Senator John McCain in 2005.24 He begged 
that proper standards be enforced to govern interrogations 
in Iraq, arguing that a nation only shows what it is made 
of when it is tested. He said that for his part: ‘I’d rather die 
fighting than lose even the smallest part of the idea that is 
America.’ In other words, if we abandon our values to extract 
information from terrorists to provide for our security then we 
have destroyed ourselves. Here was one military man writing 
to another, denying there was a contradiction between our 
values and our power. I used his words in the title of the book 
because of the overwhelming importance of that message. 

The idea that is America is the idea of a country that is 
bound together not by blood or geography, or even common 
experience, but by a commitment to a set of universal values: 
liberty, equality, democracy, justice. (Any American, woken 
up in the middle of the night and asked to name the values 
the country was founded on, will come up with those.) I add 
tolerance, humility and faith, and I argue that these are the 
seven values we were committed to at the founding and that 
have shaped our history. The book is organised as a set of 
stories about struggle: we have fallen short of those values, 
and Americans – from poets to clergymen to Presidents – have 
insisted that we do a better job of living up to them. 

24	Fishback 2005. 
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Alan Johnson: Reading the book, some seem to have heard 
George W. Bush while others hear John Locke. Who is right?

Slaughter: It’s John Locke! And I find it deeply depressing 
that Americans can’t get that, particularly Americans on the 
left. I find it incredible that I am being criticised for making 
the case that our founders were motivated by universal 
values. Read Daniel Webster on the fiftieth anniversary of the 
battle of Bunker Hill. He says, ‘We’ve done it! We’ve done it!’ 
He meant we had shown it was possible to have a government 
based on the consent of the governed. We had proved the 
Enlightenment thinkers were right. The expectation was 
that many other countries would follow suit, and many did. 
Today, we have gotten into our heads that these are American 
values. This is wrong in terms of our own history and it is 
counterproductive. They are ‘American’ values in the same 
sense that they are ‘French’ or ‘British’ or ‘Japanese’: the 
citizens of any liberal democracy value this body of universal 
values.

Johnson: Liberal intellectuals have made some very sharp 
criticisms of The Idea That Is America. Some oppose talk about 
‘progress’ and others oppose talk about ‘values’. Of the former, 
David Rieff is typical. He ‘exploded in bitter laughter’ at the 
book – which he thought an ‘exceptionalist fantasy of America 
held by Americans,’ and a ‘progress narrative.’ Indeed, the 
book was nothing less than ‘a penumbral translation of the 
ur-Biblical progress narrative.’ He rejected your ‘romantic and 
self-loving vision of the political and moral essence of the US,’ 
arguing it missed the real roots of US success, which he said 
lay in ‘mineral and agricultural wealth, slavery, immigrant 
cheap labour and capital accumulation.’25 Of course, that kind 
of criticism could be applied to Martin Luther King’s famous 
Lincoln Memorial speech of 1963 when he spoke of ‘a promissory 
note’ which America (or the Idea of America) had extended and 
which the civil rights movement now sought to cash…

Slaughter: …Absolutely.

Johnson: Have you been disappointed by this reaction? 

25	Rieff 2007. 
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Slaughter: Well, I spent a long time at Harvard Law School 
and I am no stranger to critical left denunciations of progress 
narratives. I spent most of my academic career before I became 
a dean fighting that very fight. It is a nihilistic view that would 
convince any activist to stop fighting and to go and sit in a 
café, and I’ve not much use for it. I have use for critique of 
course – no one who has read me over the last ten years could 
think I don’t know that America needs a lot of criticism – but 
not for a rejection of the very idea of progress. Look, I grew 
up in the American South in the time of segregation when 
the idea of an African-American Secretary of State would 
have been unthinkable. Yet we have just gone from a woman 
Secretary of State, to an African-American Secretary of State, 
to a woman who is also an African-American as Secretary of 
State! So don’t tell me there is no progress. The American 
left – not all but some segments – has real difficulty talking in 
the language of patriotism. This is politically damaging as it 
is the language of American politics, but it is also worrisome 
in a deeper way. We must be able to reconcile a commitment 
to the values our founders espoused with an ongoing liberal 
progressive critique that is clear-eyed about what is wrong 
with us. Our greatest Presidents and activists have been able 
to do just that.

Johnson: Ezra Klein criticised the book because it sought to 
base foreign policy on values. He called for a more prudential 
approach, worrying that values talk opens the door to a careless 
foreign policy. He wrote: ‘It is the acceptance of idealism 
as a viable rhetorical basis for foreign policy that will allow 
[wars] to be wrapped in an agreeably gauzy cloud of paeans 
to democracy and calls for liberty.’ The neoconservatives got 
away with Iraq, he argued, ‘because Paul Wolfowitz was 
effectively allowed to keep the conversation based on values 
… rather than consequences.’ 26 
 
Slaughter: There is something in that, but look, ‘values’ 
should not be code for ‘values of the right’: we are all values 
voters. We should not counterpose values and pragmatism 
in this way. We need a synthesis – a far more sophisticated 
and serious effort to establish what our values are and how 

26	Klein 2007.
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they have been attained in the past and can be attained now. 
Don’t cede values to one part of the political spectrum and 
don’t assume that because values have been misapplied, 
or used to duck the hard work, that they don’t still have a 
really important place – not just in your rhetoric, but in your 
goals. 

I am convinced that there is a broad audience for this message 
in the United States and the world. One of the best things 
about publishing The Idea That Is America is the many emails 
I receive from people I do not know, from around the country, 
who tell me: “You have given me voice. This is exactly how I 
feel. We can love our country but come together to criticize it 
and hold it to account when necessary, from both the right 
and the left.” Those messages convince me that values play an 
important role in the political choices of the majority of voters, 
voters who can tell the difference between fine speeches and 
concrete action. These citizens need to be heard. I wrote The 
Idea That Is America because I felt that I had to speak out; 
many Americans apparently agree. 

Johnson: What are you working on now? 

Slaughter: I am taking a ten-month sabbatical in Shanghai 
starting in August. My husband and I are taking our two 
little boys, who are 8 and 10, and we are putting them in 
school in Shanghai until May. In that time I am planning to 
do two things. First, read voraciously, and more widely and 
deeply than I have been able to do in recent years – I need to 
recharge my intellectual batteries. Second, take the message 
of The Idea That Is America to Asia. This book was written half 
for the domestic audience and half for a global audience. If 
it is published abroad I hope that the foreign title will be The 
Idea That Is America: Reintroducing Ourselves to the World. 

Works Cited
Chayes, Abram (1974) The Cuban Missile Crisis: International 
Crises and the Role of Law, Oxford, Oxford University Press.

Conquest, Robert (2004) ‘Downloading democracy’, The 
National Interest, 78, 29-32.



271

Anne-Marie Slaughter

‘Dan K’ (2006) ‘Comment’, TPM Café, October 9, available 
at:<http://tpmcafe.com/blog/bookclub/2006/oct/09/
getting_national_security_right>, accessed November 1, 
2007. 

Diamond, Larry (2006) ‘Deal with the Sunnis’, The New 
Republic, November 27.

Drezner, Daniel (2006) ‘A multi-faceted, multi-pronged 
critique’, TPM Café, October 11, available at:
<http://tpmcafe.com/blog/bookclub/2006/oct/11/a_
multi_faceted_multi_pronged_critique>, accessed November 
1, 2007. 

Feinstein, Lee and Anne-Marie Slaughter (2004) ‘A Duty to 
Prevent’, Foreign Affairs, 83, 1: 136-51.

Fishback, Capt. Ian (2005) ‘A Matter of Honour’ (Letter to Sen. 
John McCain) The Washington Post, September 28, available 
at: 
<http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/ 
article/2005/09/27/AR2005092701527.html>accessed 
November 1, 2007. 

Hale, Thomas and Anne-Marie Slaughter (2005) ‘A covenant 
to make global governance work’, openDemocracy, available 
at: 
<http://www.opendemocracy.net/globalization-vision_
reflections/covenant_3141.jsp>, accessed November 1, 
2007. 

Held, David (2004) Global Covenant: The Social Democratic 
Alternative to the Washington Consensus. Cambridge: Polity 
Press.

Ikenberry, G. John and Anne-Marie Slaughter (2006a) 
Forging a World of Liberty Under Law: US National Security in 
the 21st Century, The Woodrow Wilson School of Public and 
International Affairs, Princeton University, available at:
<http://www.wws.princeton.edu/ppns/report.html>, 
accessed November 1, 2007. 

Ikenberry, G. John and Anne-Marie Slaughter (2006b) 



The Democratiya Interviews

272

‘U.S. National Security on the 21st Century’ (Interviewed by 
Richard N. Haasse) October 3, available at: <http://www.cfr.
org/publication/11607/us_national_security_in_the_21st_
century_audio.html?breadcrumb=%2Fbios%2F1799%2Fann
emarie_slaughter>, accessed November 1, 2007. 

Ikenberry, G. John and Anne-Marie Slaughter (2006c) ‘A 
bigger Security Council, with power to act’, International 
Herald Tribune, September 26.

Klein, Ezra (2007) ‘Overvaluing American values’, The 
American Prospect (web only), June 28, available at:
<http://prospect.org/cs/articles?article=overvaluing_
american_values>, accessed November 1, 2007.   

Lake, Anthony (2000) ‘From Containment to Enlargement’, 
in Alvin Z. Rubinstein, Albina Shayevich and Boris Zlotnikov 
(eds.), The Clinton Foreign Policy Reader, New York: M.E. 
Sharpe Inc.

Lieven, Anatol and John Hulsman (2006) Ethical Realism: A 
Vision for America’s Role in the World, New York, Pantheon 
Books. 

Lieven, Anatol / Anne-Marie Slaughter (2006) bloggingheads.
tv, Foreign Policy Bigthink Edition, October 11, available at:
<http://bloggingheads.tv/video.php?id=142>, accessed 
November 1, 2007. 

Ricks, Thomas E. (2007) Fiasco: The American Military 
Adventure in Iraq, London, Penguin. 

Rieff, David (2006) ‘Moral Blindness: The Case Against Troops 
For Darfur’, The New Republic, June 12. 

Rieff, David (2007) ‘American Exceptionalism by any other 
name’, TPM Café, 19 June, available at:
<http://www.tpmcafe.com/blog/bookclub/2007/jun/19/
american_exceptionalism_by_any_other_name>, accessed 
November 1, 2007. 

Slaughter, Anne-Marie (2004a) A New World Order, Princeton, 
Princeton University Press. 



273

Anne-Marie Slaughter

Slaughter, Anne-Marie (2004b) A New World Order (Speech to 
the Carnegie Council for Ethics in International Affairs) April 
15, available at:
<http://www.cceia.org/resources/transcripts/4467.html>, 
accessed November 1, 2007. 

Slaughter, Anne-Marie (2006a) ‘Rethinking Darfur’, TPM Café, 
June 1, available at:
<http://americaabroad.tpmcafe.com/node/30351>, 
accessed November 1, 2007. 

Slaughter, Anne-Marie (2006b) ‘Democrat Foreign Policy Take 
2: Neo-Colonalists versus Sensible Realists???’ TPM Café, 
January 16, available at:
< h t t p : / / a m e r i c a a b r o a d . t p m c a f e . c o m /
story/2006/1/16/6590/19319>, accessed November 1, 
2007. 

Slaughter, Anne-Marie (2006c) ‘Terrorism Index’, Foreign 
Policy, July-August, available at:
<http://web1.foreignpolicy.com/issue_julyaug_2006/TI-
index/index.html>, accessed November 1, 2007

Slaughter, Anne-Marie (2007a) The Idea that Is America: 
Keeping Faith With Our Values In A Dangerous World, New 
York, Basic Books. 

Slaughter, Anne-Marie (2007b) ‘Values-based foreign policy’, 
International Herald Tribune, May 17.



274

Chapter 9

New Wars and Human Security: An Interview 
with Mary Kaldor

Professor Mary Kaldor is Director of the Centre for the Study 
of Global Governance at the London School of Economics 
and Political Science. She is a founding member of European 
Nuclear Disarmament and founder and Co-Chair of the 
Helsinki Citizens Assembly. A prolific writer, she is author of 
Global Civil Society: An Answer to War (2003), New and Old 
Wars: Organised Violence in a Global Era (1999 and 2006) 
and edits the annual Global Civil Society Yearbook. Her most 
recent book is Human Security: Reflections on Globalisation 
and Intervention (2007). At the request of Javier Solana, 
The EU’s High Representative for the Common Foreign and 
Security Policy, she convened the Study Group on European 
Security Capabilities, which produced the influential report, 
A Human Security Doctrine for Europe. A follow-on report, The 
European Way of Security, was presented to Javier Solana 
in Madrid on 8 November, 2007. The interview took place on 
July 3, 2007. 

Personal and Intellectual Background

Alan Johnson: What were the most important familial and 
intellectual influences on your development? 

Mary Kaldor: It is difficult to distinguish between familial 
and intellectual influences because I come from a very 
intellectual family. My mother was a democratic socialist and 
was very committed to the peace movement – I went on my 
first demonstration against nuclear weapons aged 9 – while 
my father was Hungarian and my uncle was a dissident who 
had been in prison from 1948 to 1956. I had to reconcile these 
two sides of my family. In 1957, my uncle, who had been 
released from prison just before the Hungarian revolution, 
visited us after it had been suppressed by the Russians. He 
said, ‘Why didn’t you come and save the revolution?’ My 
mother said, ‘Because we would all have been killed in a 
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nlear war.’ I think that exchange was formative for me. 

My first job was at The Stockholm International Peace 
Research Institute. It was very exciting – I constructed the 
first statistics on the arms trade, before moving to Sussex 
University where I worked on the economics of the arms 
race and the social structure of military technology. In the 
1980s I got involved in the new peace movement and was 
profoundly influenced by E.P. Thompson who introduced me 
to the idea of politics from below and history from below. He 
taught me that we were against the cold war, not just nuclear 
weapons. Given my family background this was tremendously 
appealing. I was privileged to be friends with Edward at that 
moment. He was a really great man.

As a result of these ideas, I became involved with the 
opposition in Eastern Europe. My uncle, who was then in his 
eighties, acted as my political adviser – he knew everybody! 
I had a privileged position because I could travel freely in 
and out of Hungary, though I did get arrested in Prague and 
I got stopped from entering East Germany. I was influenced 
by the tremendously exciting intellectual debates taking 
place among the opposition at that time. Because they were 
dissidents they could not demonstrate or get involved in public 
policy. They sat around, read what they could and talked. The 
Czechs in particular made a big effort to learn Greek and 
re-read all the classical authors. I felt they were articulating 
ideas that expressed what we were trying to do in the peace 
movement but which we hadn’t got the language for – they 
gave us ‘anti-politics,’ ‘civil society,’ and even ‘globalisation,’ 
which György Konrád was talking about back in 1982. It was 
a terrific education for me. 

Part 1: The Nature of the ‘New Wars’

Johnson: Let’s turn to your book New and Old Wars: Organised 
Violence in a Global Era.1 You identify the background to the 
emergence of ‘new wars’ as a crisis in global institutions rooted 
in a global mismatch between the ‘militarised unilateralist 
character of American power’ and the new global socio-

1	 Kaldor 1999a.
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economic reality ushered in by the shocks of globalisation and 
the end of the Cold War. What is the ‘global mismatch’ – why 
has it arisen and what are its consequences at domestic and 
international levels? 

Kaldor: Well, I think this is how history moves. For a period 
of time a particular set of international arrangements gets 
embedded, usually after wars, and everybody believes in them 
– they are the dominant paradigm. Then, as reality changes, 
those ways of thinking about the world become more and 
more problematic. Today, our thinking is still based on the 
end of World War Two – the dominance of the US, the notion 
of a global struggle between good and evil – a way of thinking 
that was sustained throughout the cold war. We had a brief 
period in the 1990s when a new paradigm emerged around 
words like ‘humanitarianism’, ‘civil society’, and so on. 
With the arrival of the ‘war on terror’ we got two competing 
paradigms. On the one hand, the American notion of cosmic 
struggle between good (the West) and evil (Islam) and, on the 
other hand, an alternative notion based on the project of 
extending an internal rule of law, respect for human rights 
and global governance. Although the European Union tends 
towards the latter approach, it seems to be caught between 
the two paradigms.

Johnson: So a new type of organised violence – ‘new war’ 
– developed in the 1980s and 1990s as ‘one aspect of the 
globalised era’. In what ways do new wars differ from old 
wars? What are the new wars about? 

Kaldor: An ‘old war’ was a war between states. The war was 
fought by opposing uniformed armed forces, and the decisive 
encounters of the war were battles between those forces. 
Soldiers were clearly distinct from civilians. No war conformed 
completely to that model, of course, but the model is drawn 
from the experience of twentieth century wars and from the 
cold war, which kept that model alive in our imagination. 

A ‘new war’ is fought by combinations of state and non-
state actors, and is usually fought not for reasons of state 
or ideology, but for identity. Battle is rare and most violence 
is directed against civilians – that is absolutely central to 
understanding new wars. 
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Old wars simply became too destructive to be fought. Does 
that mean there was now nothing to be gained by using 
violence? Well, there is nothing to be gained by using violence 
against a similarly armed opponent. But there is definitely 
something to be gained against an unarmed opponent – and 
that is a central characteristic of new wars.

The modern European state was really established through 
fighting old wars. Wars actually strengthened states – at least 
the winning states – by regularising administration, increasing 
taxation, and developing a national ideology. The culmination 
of this process was the enormously powerful states that 
developed after the end of the Second World War. New wars 
do the opposite. They are about state disintegration. Whereas 
old wars fostered a centralising, mobilising autarkic kind of 
economy, new wars involve open economies, transnational 
crime, disintegration of the state apparatus, and low taxation 
(they are not funded out of taxation, which falls even further). 
At the end of a new war the state is weaker than it was before 
the war. New wars are wars of state un-building rather than 
state-building. 

Johnson: So the real ‘revolution in military affairs’ has been 
a revolution in the social relations of warfare, but we have 
not matched that revolution with a corresponding intellectual 
development? 

Kaldor: That’s exactly right. What Rumsfeld’s ‘revolution in 
military affairs’ tried to do was to assimilate new information 
technology into old social relations of warfare.

Johnson: Why are new wars so difficult to contain and so 
difficult to end? 

Kaldor: A number of reasons. For one thing, there are no 
decisive encounters in new wars – you dare not have battles. 
Also, new wars create a vested interest in war in all sorts of 
ways. New wars mobilise people around identity politics – and 
that sense of identity gets further consolidated in the war 
itself. There may not have been an idea of what it meant to be 
a ‘Bosnian’ before the Bosnian war – people were ‘Yugoslavs’, 
or whatever – but the war enormously strengthened sectarian 
identities. 
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Extremists go to war to win power – they could not win 
power peacefully because nobody supports extremism 
in peacetime. And they keep going to war to maintain an 
atmosphere of fear from which they benefit. New wars 
also create groups of people with an economic interest in 
the continuation of the war. Funds are acquired through 
loot and pillage, smuggling or the drugs trade, and war 
becomes necessary to maintain those sources of income. 
And if you are no longer able to present the diaspora with 
an emergency they might start withholding their support. 
I was in Nagorno-Karabakh after 9/11, and discovered the 
diaspora had started supporting the victims of 9/11, not 
the Nagorno-Karabakhians. These are all reasons why it is 
difficult to end new wars. 

Why are they difficult to contain? Well, new wars are both 
global and local, and they spill over borders. A central 
characteristic of new wars, and a consequence of the violence 
against civilians at the heart of those wars, is population 
displacement. Not only is there a big increase in the ratio of 
civilian to military deaths in new wars but there is also a huge 
increase in the number of refugees and displaced people. And 
as the refugees move to other areas they bring with them 
the nationalist ideologies. New wars can also spread through 
transnational criminal networks. You can trace the origins of 
the conflict in Macedonia to smuggling networks with Kosovo 
– and the people who were smuggling were also the people in 
the KLA and the NRA. 

Johnson: So a new war can spread like a virus? 

Kaldor: Yes, the image of a virus is very good. You can 
trace circles around a new war and see the ways in which 
surrounding countries are affected. A group of us did a 
study for the EU on post-Dayton reconstruction and traced 
these radiating circles of influence. You also see this in West 
Africa. The conflict in Darfur is now spreading into Chad. 
You see it in the Horn of Africa and Central Asia. The war in 
Afghanistan is now spreading over the borders to Pakistan, 
and so on.

Johnson: Humanitarian interventions, you say, have been 
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hamstrung by ‘myopia about the character of the new warfare.’2 
What do you mean? 

Kaldor: In the new edition of New and Old Wars (2006), I 
treat the Iraq War as a clash of old war and new war. The 
Americans had an old war conception of what they were doing. 
They thought they could defeat the Iraqi army and that would 
be the end of the war. But they found themselves instead in 
the middle of a new war. 

The need for new thinking can be seen not just in relation to 
military intervention. Think about humanitarian assistance 
– the assumption in old wars was that you remain neutral 
between the sides and provide aid to the civilians. But in 
today’s new wars you can’t distinguish between civilians and 
combatants so very often the humanitarian aid goes into the 
pockets of the militias. Second, you can’t be both neutral 
and impartial because usually one side is violating human 
rights and you end up tolerating those violations. Third, and 
this is becoming very clear in Iraq, humanitarian space is 
disappearing. The idea that there is an easily identifiable 
space between the two warring sides that is free of warfare 
does not hold when violence is directed against civilians. 
Humanitarian agencies become targets too. 

‘Talks’ are the site of more old thinking. There is an assumption 
that the new wars can be solved by ‘talks’ between the sides 
but in new wars the two sides are often colluding in an 
extremist logic. They are not fighting against each other. They 
are both killing civilians. And ‘talks’ can legitimise both sides. 
We tend to think either you go to war and one side is defeated, 
or you have talks and reach an agreement. Actually, neither 
of these things is a solution any more. First of all, you can’t 
‘win’ a new war. All you do if you go to war is make the war 
much worse – which is what is happening in Afghanistan and 
Iraq. Second, talks legitimise the warlords. We have to think 
of another approach. 

Johnson: Why do you think the US has not understood the 
nature of the new wars? After all, the US has no interest in 

2	 Kaldor 1999a, p. 10. 
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spectacularly failing to understand the nature of contemporary 
warfare. 

Kaldor: First, generals always begin by fighting the last war 
and then in the midst of the war discover they have to change. 
Second, unlike Russia, America didn’t have to go through a 
Perestroika after 1989. It behaved as though it had ‘won’ the 
cold war. Even though that was not true, nobody challenged 
that perception. Therefore, the strategy of the cold war – 
technology-driven weapons built up over a long period –was 
seen as a good strategy. Furthermore, the American way of 
thinking about war is tied to the American Military-Industrial 
Complex, so it is extremely difficult – not just intellectually but 
politically – to think outside the dominant framework. People 
like Donald Rumsfeld, Richard Perle and all these others, 
were deeply into this cold war framework. They missed the 
cold war! They wanted the world to be like their imagination. 

Mind you, there are huge changes now going on in American 
thinking. I think General Petraeus is thinking quite differently. 
It is a tragedy that he is taking up a lot of new ideas at a time 
when the US has been discredited. I think it may discredit all 
those ideas. 

Johnson: Although I was not in favour of the invasion, I am 
opposed to precipitate withdrawal. My submission to the 2007 
Iraq Commission (organised by The Foreign Policy Centre and 
Channel 4) was titled ‘Give Petraeus a Chance.’3 General 
Petraeus, I think, does understand he is fighting a new war 
and his partial success is a mark of that understanding. 
His new strategy is very far from the old war combination of 
aerial bombardment at a long distance plus rapid offensive 
manoeuvres. 

Kaldor: Petraeus was a PhD student of Richard Falk’s. When 
we wrote the Barcelona Report for Solana we sent a copy to 
Petraeus and he sent a hand-written note back to us to say 
he thought it was ‘spot on’.

Johnson: So what is your attitude to the ‘surge’? 

3	 Johnson 2007. 
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Kaldor: The problem is the US is so discredited that it really 
can’t ‘do’ human security. The approach depends on a sense 
of trust and legitimacy that the US just does not have. 
Something is happening on the ground but it is not paralleled 
by a political process. The ideal would be a political process, 
under international auspices, backed up be international 
intervention of a similar type, but that is not going to happen 
because nobody wants to send troops to Iraq. Maybe you are 
right to say ‘give Petraeus a chance.’ I think British troops 
should certainly withdraw. 

Part 2: Global Terrorism

Johnson: You wrote, ‘It could be argued that if September 11 
had not happened, the American military-industrial complex 
might have had to invent it. Indeed, what happened on 
September 11 could have come out of what seemed to be the 
wild fantasies of “asymmetric threats” that were developed by 
American strategic analysts as they sought a new military role 
for the United States after the end of the Cold War.’4 What did 
you mean by that? 

Kaldor: Since the end of the Second World War there have been 
long development cycles in the military-industrial complex. 
Costs go down for a while, but then new weapons systems 
are developed and expenditure is increased to pay for them. 
If the military-industrial complex was not to be dismantled at 
the end of the cold war, it needed an excuse to produce the 
next generation of weapons. During the 1990s lots of people 
tried to develop new justifications and they invented all these 
amazing scenarios – that was what I meant. The military-
industrial complex is a deep structure, in the UK as well as 
the US. British Aerospace (BAE) is a huge reason why we are 
purchasing Trident and are stuck in this difficult relationship 
with the US. This is not just about economics – it’s not a 
vulgar Marxist point I am making. Why do we feel committed 
to BAE when we did not feel committed to the steel industry 
or the coal industry? Why do we feel the defence industry is 
the one industry we can’t allow to be run-down? There you 

4	 Kaldor 2001. 
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touch not just on economics but on our deepest assumptions 
about security – assumptions that shape our political and 
economic structures. 

Johnson: Let’s talk about the nature of one threat to our 
security, then. Many commentators view Islamist terror as 
a new and uniquely dangerous threat. Some, such as Paul 
Berman, view it as a form of totalitarianism. But in your essay 
‘Global Terrorism’ you refuse to do so. You treat Islamist 
terrorist groups alongside ‘the Christian Right’ in the USA, Serb 
paramilitaries, and Hutu genocidists as various expressions of 
a ‘new kind of violence of our time, the “new global terrorism” 
of anti-modernist regressive globalisers.’5 What do you feel 
is gained in analytical power by this framing of the nature of 
the threat – in effect, treating Frenki’s Boys in Bosnia, Hutu 
genocidists in Rwanda, Christian fundamentalists in the USA 
and the 9/11 hijackers as linked phenomena? 

Kaldor: Two things. First, I think totalitarianism is linked to 
the state. Yes, al-Qaeda may have a totalitarian ideology but it 
is not linked to the state in the way Nazism and Communism 
were, and is therefore not the same kind of threat. To present 
Islamic terrorism as a form of totalitarianism is really a way 
to legitimise the war on terror. If Islamic terrorism is indeed a 
uniquely totalitarian threat, then obviously the war on terror 
is legitimate as a way of dealing with it. I don’t want to deny 
the seriousness of Islamic terrorism, but, I do think we should 
look again at the threat that we are experiencing. I was in 
Sarajevo after 9/11 and we had a moment of silence for 9/11. 
But you could see every Bosnian thinking, ‘Why didn’t the 
world have a moment of silence after Srebrenica, where 8,000 
men and boys were killed?’ And look at the grotesque violence 
that is going on in places like Rwanda. There is a sense that 
the special attention paid to Islamic terrorism is because it is 
a threat to the West. And that is my other objection – we don’t 
take seriously these other terrible things that are happening 
in other parts of the world. 

Johnson: You have argued that terrorists must be treated as 
criminals and not military enemies. But why? Let me play devil’s 

5	 Kaldor 2003b.
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advocate for a moment. Islamist terrorists are waging a war, 
have killed 3,000 people on one day by flying jet airliners into 
buildings, and seek to kill without limit. They issue ideological 
manifestos, forge political alliances, and act in light of both. 
They do not act for personal or ‘criminal’ gain. Why does it 
help to insist that such a threat is ‘criminal’? Ed Husain’s The 
Islamist – an insider’s account of UK Islamist and Jihadist 
networks6 – depicts not criminal gangs but something akin to 
Leninist groups – an unremitting focus on ideas, recruitment, 
entryist work, and ceaseless education and propaganda work. 
If the threat is of this political and ideological character how 
can it possibly help us to treat it as ‘criminal’? 

Kaldor: Well, I don’t think criminals are only economic 
criminals. Hitler was a criminal. I think the problem about a 
‘war on terror’ is that ‘wars’ are legitimate – that is the whole 
point about wars. And ‘enemies’ in a ‘war’ are treated in a 
certain way – very different from how you treat a criminal. 
By calling them ‘criminals’ I don’t mean to make them any 
less important. On the contrary, I am pointing to the fact that 
they break every law in the book. They violate international 
humanitarian law, human rights law, and so on. I think al-
Qaeda was enormously strengthened by being treated as 
an ‘enemy’ in a ‘war on terror’. Osama bin Laden suddenly 
became an equal to George Bush. We should not give them 
that legitimacy. 

Part 3: The Helsinki Idea and the birth of a new politics 

Johnson: Let’s talk about the progressive alternative. You 
were deeply engaged in the debates between the West 
European peace movement and the East European opposition 
in the 1980s and these left a deep impression on your political 
understanding.7 Can we start with what you call ‘the 
Helsinki idea’ – what was it and what was its impact on your 
thinking? 

Kaldor: It was an idea that came together by chance. In 

6	 Husain 2007.
7	 Kaldor 2003a. See also Kaldor 1999b.
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1975, in the Helsinki Agreement, a compromise was reached 
between the two superpowers. The Russians wanted security 
guarantees and the borders to be made inviolable in Europe. 
And the Americans – for tactical reasons, not because they 
were committed – wanted human rights. So peace and 
human rights came together in that agreement. It was a path-
breaking agreement in that sense. I gave a speech in Helsinki 
on the 25th anniversary of the agreement and I said that the 
agreement brought together the two halves of my family. I 
realised that if you have peace in Europe you can also have 
debate, whereas the Cold War suppressed freedom. When the 
Helsinki agreement was signed, Valéry Giscard d’Estaing said, 
‘Now we can all agree.’ Olof Palme said, ‘On the contrary, now 
we can begin to disagree.’ 

Helsinki stimulated both the opposition in Eastern Europe 
and the Peace movement in the West. I think in the Peace 
movement we were less aware of Helsinki, but we had 
gone through the détente years and when we saw this new 
generation of nuclear weapons – Cruise and Pershing – it 
seemed completely unacceptable to go back to the heights 
of the Cold War. In Eastern Europe, oppositionists saw that 
their governments had signed these agreements and that 
Helsinki was an instrument that could be used. So we saw 
the emergence of the Workers’ Defence Committee  (KOR) in 
Poland, Charter 77 in Czechoslovakia, and so on. 

What was new about the Helsinki idea? The conviction that 
peace was not just something between states and human 
rights were not just something that went on inside states. 
This challenged the tension between peace and human rights 
that was at the heart of the cold war. 

Johnson: Can I suggest a way to complicate the story and 
see what your reaction is? The US Democratic Party Senator, 
Henry ‘Scoop’ Jackson, does not figure in your account of 
the end of the cold war. Yet Jackson was a hero to Natan 
Sharansky, Andrei Sakharov and other dissidents. Was it not 
the 1974 Jackson-Vanik amendment which first challenged 
détente by linking peace (in the sense of co-operative economic 
relations) to human rights (in the form of the human right to 
emigrate from Stalinist countries) at a time when both left and 
right – German Social Democrats as much as Kissengerian 
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republicans – sought co-existence with Stalinism, and were 
wary of even acknowledging the dissidents, let alone placing 
them at the heart of policy? I don’t think Jackson was only 
‘tactically’ for human rights, and nor was his staffer, Richard 
Perle. Is it not possible to see common ground, or subterranean 
connections, at least in terms of goals, between what became 
the ‘neoconservative’ impulse to democracy-promotion and 
the liberal internationalist impulse? Think of a figure like 
Bernard Kouchner, now Foreign Minister in Nicolas Sarkozy’s 
government, for instance. 

Kaldor: I agree with you completely. I think there is a link. I felt 
it in my own soul, as it were. All of us who started off as peace 
movement activists and became passionate about human 
rights found it hard not to flip over to the other side. The 
neocons started on the left and felt that the peace movement 
and the left had been apologetic about Communism, had been 
fellow travellers, and they had not been taking human rights 
seriously. And certainly, I accept, in the peace movement 
everybody would pay lip-service to human rights but thought 
the threat of nuclear war was the bigger thing. There was 
only a small minority of us in the peace movement who took 
human rights seriously. But at the same time I am very glad I 
have that peace movement and left background. It holds you 
back when it comes to things like bombing. And this is the real 
problem. The neocons on the one hand are passionate about 
human rights but on the other hand they think bombing is 
legitimate in support of human rights. 

Johnson: But it is legitimate to bomb sometimes, isn’t it? What 
about bombing Serb positions to make them stop shelling 
ordinary Sarajevans as they shop in the market? 

Kaldor: I was very unhappy about it at the time, and I am 
even more so in retrospect. I was in favour of intervention in 
Kosovo but I was very unhappy with the use of air-strikes. 
I just think it’s unacceptable. I mean, what happened 
at Nuremberg was victor’s justice. We should have also 
addressed Dresden, Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The problem 
with the liberal internationalists and their alliance with the 
neocons is that they believe in wars for human rights so they 
have flipped over to the human rights side instead of holding 
peace and human rights together. 



The Democratiya Interviews

286

Part 4: The Cosmopolitan Political Project

Johnson: Central to your notion of a progressive foreign policy 
is the cosmopolitan political project. You have summed up the 
cosmopolitan alternative in these terms:

[A] cosmopolitan political project … would … reconstruct 
legitimacy around an inclusive, democratic set of values 
… counterposed against the politics of exclusivism … [W]
hat is needed is an alliance between local defenders of 
civility and transnational institutions which would guide 
a strategy aimed at controlling violence. Such a strategy 
would include political, military and economic components. 
It would operate within a framework of international law. 
Peacekeeping could be reconceptualised as cosmopolitan 
law-enforcement [and] a new strategy of reconstruction…
should supplant the current dominant approaches 
of structural adjustment or humanitarianism. (..) The 
cosmopolitan project has to be a global project even if it 
is, as it must be, local or regional in application.8

Some see the cosmopolitan alternative as utopian. But you 
argue that not only is cosmopolitanism morally persuasive – 
in today’s world, it is the only realistic policy on offer. What 
reasons would you offer for thinking cosmopolitanism is the 
new realism, so to speak? 

Kaldor: Well, let’s start with why not being cosmopolitan is 
deeply unrealistic. The Iraq war has made this clear. The 
use of force in a classical way, and the idea of polarising 
ideologies between good and evil, has simply exacerbated a 
new war. You can’t resolve new wars that way. The key to 
solving new wars is the restoration of legitimate authority. 
And you can’t do that except with an inclusive ideology. 
Any attempt to introduce traditional realpolitik approaches 
simply exacerbates the problems. And that is what we are 
seeing in the Middle East, which is terribly dangerous and 
difficult. Nowadays, political authority depends on consent, so 
inclusive approaches to governance are the only approaches 
that work. We don’t think that it’s utopian to expect states to 
respect human rights within states so why do we insist that 

8	 Kaldor 1999a, pp. 10-11. 
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it is utopian in the international area?

Johnson: Central to your vision of a cosmopolitan political 
alternative is the rise of a global civil society as the centerpiece 
of global legitimacy speading the values of multi-culturalism 
and human rights. But after 1989 you discovered that global 
civil society included new nationalist and fundamentalist 
groups as well as human rights and peace groups.9 So, does 
‘global civil society’ describe a socio-political terrain, occupied 
by Osama bin Laden as surely as the Helsinki Citizens 
Assembly, or does it describe a delimited political project of 
the left? These two meanings seem to co-exist and to make the 
concept a bit slippery. 

Kaldor: I think it definitely is both. But I’m not sure I’d call 
it a political project of ‘the left’ – maybe of ‘liberals’. I’ve spent 
the last ten years trying to work out what global civil society 
is. Basically, before 1989 civil society was constituted within 
the framework of the state and you could not talk about a 
civil society without a state. They constitute each other – civil 
society needs a framework of law, and so on. After 1989 we saw 
global governance and civil society constituting each other. In 
a more complex intermeshed globalised world, civil society is 
not local or national but global. That’s the first point. 

The second point is that there exist different conceptions 
of civil society, each with an accompanying normative 
framework. In my book, Global Civil Society, I distinguish 
three. First, the neo-liberal conception, which is close to 
Robert Putnam’s notion of ‘social capital’. This is the idea 
that civil society is associationalism. It smoothes the path 
of capitalism, and is seen as ‘what we have in the West.’ 
It’s a sort of American idea. The second conception of civil 
society came out of Eastern Europe – civil society is social 
movements, activism, and trying to influence the state. A 
third idea, which I call the postmodern idea, suggests both 
that ‘civil society’ is itself a part of a eurocentric narrative 
starting with the Enlightenment, and carried on by Hegel; 
and that this excludes other non-Western narratives.
My argument is that civil society is the arena where we debate 
different models of governance. It is the medium through which 

9	 Kaldor 2003a. 
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a social contract is negotiated. Today, we are in the process 
of establishing a global civil society alongside international 
law and global institutions. Yes, in this new arena there are 
horrible people as well as nice people, but I start from an 
Enlightenment assumption that if you debate these things 
with relative openness you are going to come up with better 
consequences than if you don’t debate them. That is how I 
reconcile the normative and the descriptive. 

Part 5: The Human Security Doctrine

Johnson: Let’s talk about a viable security doctrine for the new 
global era. In 2004, you were asked by The High Representative 
for the Common Foreign and Security Policy, Javier Solana, 
to set up a study group on Europe’s security capabilities. In 
the end the team developed a security doctrine for a European 
security policy – A Human Security Doctrine for Europe: the 
Barcelona Report of the Study Group on Europe’s Security 
Capabilities (2004).10 Can you summarise the human security 
doctrine for the reader? 

Kaldor: Basically, it is the cosmopolitan alternative but the 
group that I put together with Solana and others thought the 
term rather intellectual, hence ‘human security’. Actually, 
when we decided to use that term we didn’t fully grasp what 
baggage it had. 

In essence, the human security doctrine says Europe is a new 
kind of institution; it does not need an army in a traditional 
sense to defend borders, but, rather, needs to contribute to 
global human security. Human security means the protection 
of individuals and communities as opposed to states and 
borders. 

‘Doctrine’ is about how you put that into practice. We call 
for a human security response force that would involve 
soldiers, policemen, and civilian experts. And we enunciate 
a set of principles of human security. Two of those principles 
are absolutely critical. One is human rights. The other is 
legitimate political authority. The job of the intervening force 

10	Kaldor et al 2004. 
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is to establish legitimate political authority which, in the end, 
is the only thing that can guarantee human security. 

The human security doctrine says we are for human security 
everywhere. There is a role for Europe in contributing to 
UN and international community interventions when states 
don’t provide human security, or are non-existent and so 
can’t provide human security. But the key task is to create 
institutions that can provide human security, and this has 
huge implications for the way in which we should use force. 
Bombing is unacceptable in a human security approach – 
‘collateral damage’ is a violation of human rights. And you 
can’t ‘win’. The most you can do is to stabilise the situation so 
that there can be a political solution to underpin a legitimate 
authority. 

Johnson: Rather like Isaiah Berlin’s two concepts of liberty, 
there seem to be two concepts of human security. The narrow 
version is ‘negative’ (i.e. freedom from fear – security of territory 
from invasion, security of person from physical attack, security 
from arbitrary arrest, and so on) while the broad version is 
‘positive’ (i.e. freedom from want – security of rights to health, 
education, economic prosperity, even socio-economic equality). 
Some favour the broad approach (as set out in the 1994 
UNDP document11) while others, such as Norway and Canada, 
favour a narrower approach, defining human security as the 
protection of individuals and communities from violence, while 
handling the questions of economic development and social 
policy outside the conceptual framework of human security. 
How does the Barcelona Report engage with this debate? 

Kaldor: My version is narrow. Not in the sense of ignoring 
freedom from want but in the sense of focusing on situations 
in which human lives are threatened. The difference between 
‘human development’ and ‘human security’ is really about the 
level of risk individuals are exposed to. ‘Human development’ 
is not just about freedom from want, but includes freedom 
from fear, too – feeling safe on the streets, being able to vote. 
The difference is that human security is about moments of 
extreme peril. Amartya Sen calls it the ‘downside risks.’12 

11	UNDP 1994.
12	Sen 2000.
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Taylor Owen talks of ‘threshold vulnerabilities.’13 And I believe 
we are facing extreme peril. Everyone talks about climate 
change, but nuclear proliferation is also a big risk. And the 
new wars in Afghanistan and Iraq and Palestine are becoming 
interconnected and the spectre of a new global conflagration 
is raised. I feel a narrow human security approach to all this 
is incredibly important. 

Johnson: Let me raise a concern. Would you accept that 
‘human security’ is an essentially contested concept unable 
to transcend the constitutive divisions of political philosophy 
about the good life, the role of the state, the question of rights, 
political responsibility, and so on? What I am getting at is this: 
is there any danger that a political philosophy and policy mix – 
global social democracy – will be introduced to Europe dressed 
as a non-political concept of ‘human security,’ behind the 
backs, so to speak, of the citizens, and placed beyond political 
debate by being framed as a matter of ‘human rights’? 

Kaldor: Well, I’ve been lobbying very hard for the EU to adopt a 
human security doctrine and what I am afraid of is that unless 
it is taken up in a very public way it will just become another 
word used to justify whatever it is that governments or the 
EU does. This, of course, was the critique made by Chomsky 
of ‘humanitarianism’. While I don’t agree with Chomsky, 
I think there is something in it – humanitarianism became 
something assimilated into cold war rhetoric. I worry about 
that – not about us smuggling in global social democracy! 

There is also another problem – the problem raised by Carl 
Schmitt. If you turn enemies into criminals, you don’t allow 
them space to be political opponents. He argued that the 
political was defined in terms of the friend-enemy distinction 
and that had to include the real physical possibility of killing. 
I am dubious about this argument. It is as totalitarian as 
you hint that human security could be. Within countries, 
the rule of law does not prevent political debate. On the 
contrary, it provides the conditions in which such debate 
can take place. 

Johnson: Can I explore some problems that will be faced by a 

13	Owen 2004.
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human security doctrine? Let’s take agencies and institutions 
first. Who has the responsibility to protect? Who is to define 
‘security’? Who is do the securing? 

Kaldor: If the EU could only get things together I think it 
could be a very important agency – it is neither a classic 
intergovernmental organisation nor a nation-state. But, 
nowadays, institutions like the EU only operate within a 
broader framework of civil society pressure. Without a public 
sentiment that human security has to be done, nothing will 
ever happen. I think that is part of the problem with the 
traditional intellectual framework – it does not take into 
account the relationship between what the state does and 
domestic politics. 

Johnson: You have developed proposals for force projection 
that involve new configurations of military and civilian capacity. 
Is it possible that this is already happening, but on an ad hoc 
basis and under the control of the military? 

Kaldor: I think it is happening, yes, and particularly within 
the military, but it’s not being led by the military. I found it 
fascinating when writing the Barcelona report that our biggest 
allies were in the military. We were asked to do a report for the 
European Space Agency and we had three French generals 
and they were all incredibly positive about human security. 
In the British military, the experience in Northern Ireland and 
Bosnia has been absolutely formative. NATO is also moving 
in this direction but it has so much ideological baggage that 
– this struck me at NATO meetings – it is not as developed as 
the EU when it comes to this kind of thinking. 

The EU has undertaken some important missions in the 
last few years and for the new report for Javier Solana we’ve 
done case studies.14 We found that on the ground the EU 
missions are acting in new ways. The mission in the Congo 
was holding meetings in schools and mobilising public 
sympathy. Defending the rights of the opposition candidate 
in the election made people realise the mission was not a tool 
of the President. In Lebanon and Palestine there are very good 
things happening on the ground, but they are thwarted by 

14	Kaldor 2007b.
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the fact that at a political level the EU is in the grip of the ‘war 
on terror’ and American policy. 

Johnson: What about the problem of thresholds? Liotta and 
Owen have raised the question of ‘how direct a link must 
be made between vulnerability abroad and EU security’ to 
trigger an intervention.15 When does a human security doctrine 
indicate it’s the right time to intervene? 

Kaldor: We put less emphasis on the ‘why’ of intervention 
than the ‘how’ of intervention – because we felt the ‘how’ 
had been neglected. What we did say is that we need a new 
legal framework to deal with conflicts between humanitarian 
law and human rights. We need rules of engagement. Of 
course we need to specify the conditions for intervention – we 
deliberately did not specify them ourselves. 

Johnson: Can I push further on the question of legitimacy. 
You have written ‘the use of military force should be approved 
through due process – for example the United Nations Security 
Council.’16 But – I think I am right in saying this – you supported 
the war in Kosovo, even though it didn’t have UN approval. 
Isn’t there a great danger in granting the authority to confer 
legitimacy to a body like the UN Security Council, which is 
made up, in part, of authoritarian states? 

Kaldor: I think it is definitely a problem and that is why we 
need other sets of criteria. In The Kosovo Report, we said 
that the NATO intervention was illegal but legitimate and 
that it is very dangerous when there is a gap between legality 
and legitimacy.17 I think this was prophetic and that the gap 
may have made Iraq possible. But even if we had a set of 
criteria for intervention enshrined in law – the ‘responsibility 
to protect,’ for example – in the end the intervention has 
to have public support as well. What has been fascinating 
about the rise of cosmopolitan law – i.e. international law 
that applies to individuals – has been the role that global 
civil society has played. Even though international law 

15	Liotta and Owen 2006.
16	Kaldor 2003b, p. 196.
17	Independent International Commission on Kosovo 2000.



293

Mary Kaldor

consists of treaties between states, and the states remain 
the responsible powers, it has been an enormous amount 
of public pressure that has changed the nature of the legal 
arrangements in treaties like the Land Mines Convention 
or the International Criminal Court or in the attitudes to 
humanitarian intervention. Nevertheless, it remains the 
case that in the end states sign the treaties and I am not 
sure that I would want to tamper with that. 

Johnson: Are you sympathetic to the proposal made by The 
Princeton Project to create a ‘concert of democracies,’ involving 
Western and non-Western democracies?18 

Kaldor: I’m not. There have been a series of projects to bring 
the democracies together and they all fail because they are all 
statist projects. If you look at the cosmopolitan treaties – Land 
Mines, International Criminal Court, and so on – what you 
have is a network of states and civil society. I’m also unhappy 
with the idea of a ‘concert of democracies’ because, well, what 
is to count as a ‘democracy’? Democracy is just so varied at the 
moment. I think formal democratisation has been a method 
of integrating countries into the global system rather than a 
method of increasing accountability to citizens. And I fear that 
is also what a ‘concert of democracies’ would do. 

Part 6: Answering the Critics

Johnson: You have suggested that the contemporary ‘anti-war’ 
movement has the potential to pick up where the 1980s Helsinki 
moment left off. Some of us believe that large parts (not all, of 
course) of the ‘anti-war’ movement are better characterised as 
a form of ‘reactionary anti-imperialism’… 

Kaldor: I agree!
Johnson: …We think much of it resembles the fake ‘peace 
movements’ and ‘peace conferences’ of the official East rather 
than, say END. It is led by Stalinists like Andrew Murray, who 
sends his greetings to ‘socialist North Korea’, apologists for 
Saddam like George Galloway, Hamas supporters, and a hard 

18	Ikenberry and Slaughter 2006.



The Democratiya Interviews

294

left-Islamist alliance which talks not of peace in Iraq but victory 
for the so-called ‘insurgents’. These leaders have attacked 
the Iraq unions, sung the praises of Hassan Nasrallah, and 
hosted official apologists for the Iranian regime – while keeping 
Iranian oppositionists off their platforms. It’s a long way from 
E.P.Thompson’s vision of a ‘transcontinental movement of 
citizens’ isn’t it? 

Kaldor: It really depresses me. It’s one reason why I simply 
haven’t been active in it, although the protests against Trident 
in Scotland have been different and I joined the blockade of 
the Trident base for a day in July. 

Johnson: So why has there not been more of a challenge from 
within the ‘anti-war’ movement? 

Kaldor: Movements come and go. The bulk of the movement 
are ordinary people and they drift away. Those who stay active 
and so are the people in a position to organise and lead things 
next time round are often the hard left. So a big part of the END 
experience was fighting against the old hardliners in CND. We 
argued about style, participation, and democracy. But in the 
1980s we broke through, maybe because we had Edward, 
I don’t know. This time it has not happened. It seems that 
these old guys, mostly from 1968, along with the Islamists, 
have blocked a similar breakthrough. It’s very worrying. 

Johnson: Some see a dangerous relativism in your arguments. 
You said in an interview, ‘I’m very happy that we have left 
behind the black-white world of the Cold War. My grand vision 
is a vision where people debate and where a million visions 
operate.’19 Kenan Malik was unpersuaded, finding in this an 
open door to relativism. ‘This vision of a thousand flowers 
blooming rather than just two is, of course, very appealing. 
But there’s also something a bit too neat about this concept 
of pluralism-as-grand-vision. A vision cannot be a process. By 
definition it requires an end goal. As a pragmatist, I might want 
to say that all visions of the future are equally valid (though even 
for a pragmatist there have to be limits to such tolerance). As 
an idealist, I have to believe that my vision is better than yours; 

19	Kaldor 2002.
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that cosmopolitanism, say, is better than imperialism; and that 
the world would be a better place if it looked like my ideal.’20 
Isn’t there just a flat contradiction between cosmopolitan 
universalism and the blooming of ‘a million visions’? 

Kaldor: Well, I think cosmopolitanism is about many visions 
blooming. The reason we talk about cosmopolitanism rather 
than humanism is precisely because of a respect for human 
diversity. There are some universals such as not killing each 
other and not committing genocide, but there are also very 
different cultural ways in which those things are realised. 
I used to take the view that there were universal values, 
European in origin but no less attractive to other countries 
for that. I now realise that this view is completely and utterly 
wrong. The more you study Islam, the more you study Sanskrit 
history, the more you find that these ideas were in all those 
cultures. There is a struggle between a black and white world 
which believes in good and evil and a world which believes in 
debate and reason. When I started to get involved in all these 
Islamic debates I realised that so many of the Enlightenment 
ideas actually came from Classical Islam. So I don’t think it is 
culturally relativist at all, but the binary world doesn’t admit 
of any plurality. I experienced this in the cold war which 
was a very difficult time for anyone who was against nuclear 
weapons – you were outside what was the orthodox debate.

Johnson: But let’s make this concrete. If we are talking about 
gay and lesbian rights and someone says, ‘Well, my vision tells 
me these so-called rights are evil, so it is right and proper that 
I discriminate,’ then, to argue against that view, rather than 
simply shrugging, we would have to go beyond ‘plurality’. 

Kaldor: Yes, of course, but I do reach beyond plurality. 
A cosmopolitan is plural about culture but has certain 
fundamental, universal core beliefs. And of course there is 
always going to be a problem about the borders of those core 
beliefs. 

Johnson: Don’t your views add up to a de facto if not de jure 
pacifism? You are reluctant to distinguish between the deliberate 

20	 Malik 2002.



The Democratiya Interviews

296

killing of combatants and the accidental killing of civilians. In 
your view, as the equality of human beings has become more 
widely accepted, then the difference between killing in war and 
other kinds of killing has become harder to sustain. You seem 
to doubt that killing large numbers of conscripts from the air is 
morally different to a massacre of civilians. But what about, 
for example, the allied use of air superiority over Europe in 
1944-5 to kill large numbers of defenceless German conscripts 
whenever they could? That speeded the allied advance across 
Europe – it confined the movement of German armoured 
columns to the night for one thing – and so the liberation of 
the death camps and the end of the war came more quickly. 
Isn’t it important we retain the intellectual tools to make exactly 
these kinds of agonising discriminations – distinguishing, like 
Reinhold Niebuhr, between moral man and immoral society?21 
How could one retake a city occupied by people carrying out 
crimes against humanity, or use force against enemy positions 
that are part and parcel of that crime, without something like the 
just war theory distinction between combatants and civilians? 

Kaldor: Well, in domestic law you are allowed to kill somebody 
who is threatening you or a third party. I support that. But in 
just war theory if the victory is ‘proportional’ to the number of 
civilians you kill by accident the war is legitimate. I reject that. 
I don’t think it’s ever justifiable to kill civilians. Sometimes 
you have to accept that you simply can’t defeat insurgents, 
and that you will either have to negotiate with them or try 
some other method. If killing insurgents means killing a large 
number of civilians, it is simply unacceptable. 

Am I a pacifist? This is something I have thought about a 
lot. I always assumed that I wasn’t a pacifist and I knew 
that I would have supported the war against Hitler. I now 
think about the war against Hitler and do wonder to myself 
in the light of hindsight. The war was really terrible, and the 
Holocaust happened after the war began not before. I think 
of how Slobodan Milošević used the NATO intervention to 
ethnically cleanse the Albanians. Would I still, in hindsight, 
support World War Two? Should we not have tried to 
undermine Hitler from below? I definitely think that we 

21	Niebuhr 1932.
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should have tried to attack the concentration camps or the 
trains going to the camps and we should not have bombed 
Dresden or Tokyo. But I am not a pacifist – I think you can 
use force to stop genocide. And I do think sometimes you 
have to go after insurgents. For instance, in Goražde, when 
General Riley shelled the Serbs for two hours, I think that 
was a human security operation. 

Johnson: What are you working on now?

Kaldor: I am preparing an exhibition on war and peace 
for the municipality of Barcelona. A castle where many 
Republicans were executed in the civil war has been given 
to the municipality by the Spanish state. The municipality 
decided it wanted a permanent exhibition of war and peace 
titled ‘The Long Journey from War to Human Security’, and 
asked me to help design it. The first part of the exhibition is 
‘from war to new forms of violence’ tracing the move from the 
defeat of uniformed enemies in battle to the killing of civilians, 
and that part of the exhibition starts with Picasso’s Guernica. 
The second part is titled ‘From peace to human security.’

We hope to use a Velázquez portrait from the Prado as the 
symbol of the exhibition. It is of the god Mars. His affair with 
Venus has been uncovered and we see Mars naked, sitting 
on a bed, dejected, his weapons on the floor. I discovered it 
was painted in 1640, about eight years before Westphalia, so 
at the same time Grotius is writing about international law 
and facing some of the same dilemmas we are facing today. 
Has Mars given up his weapons for ever or is he about to get 
dressed and go back to war?
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Chapter 10

The Neoconservative Persuasion and Foreign 
Policy: An Interview with Joshua Muravchik

Joshua Muravchik is a resident scholar at The American 
Enterprise Institute (AEI) and the author of Heaven on Earth: 
The Rise and Fall of Socialism (Encounter, 2002). He has 
written extensively about democracy, human rights, and 
American foreign policy in Commentary, The New Republic, 
The New York Times, The Los Angeles Times, The Weekly 
Standard and The Wall Street Journal. His books include The 
Future of the United Nations: Understanding the Past to Chart 
a War Forward (2005], Covering the Intifada: How the Media 
Reported the Palestinian Uprising (2005), The Imperative of 
American Leadership (1996), Exporting Democracy: Fulfilling 
America’s Destiny (1991), and The Uncertain Crusade: Jimmy 
Carter and the Dilemmas of Human Rights Policy (1986). He 
serves as an adjunct scholar at the Washington Institute on 
Near East Policy and is an adjunct professor at the Institute 
of World Politics. The interview took place on July 11 and 15, 
2007. 

Personal and Intellectual History

Alan Johnson: You were raised in a devoutly socialist family 
in the 1950s, and spent your adolescence running the US 
young socialist movement in the 1960s and early 1970s. As 
an adult you have been a leading figure in the neoconservative 
movement. People will assume a single rupture was involved 
in that journey but I suspect that it was not experienced like 
that. 

Joshua Muravchik: I was raised in a home in which ideology 
was everything. As I wrote, ‘Socialism was the faith in which 
I was raised. It was my father’s faith and his father’s before 
him.’1 My grandparents on my father’s side had been 

1	 Muravchik 2002a, p. 1.
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devoted socialists and my parents’ lives revolved around 
their dedication to socialism and the New York Socialist 
party. Political activism was something I was exposed to 
from a very early age. I participated in my first presidential 
campaign in 1952 when I was five years old and my mother 
was campaigning for Adlai Stevenson. I remember she had a 
big sack of leaflets and took me to the subway station to hand 
them out. The station had two exits so she divided the sack 
of leaflets in half and placed me at the top of the stairs at one 
exit, telling me to hand one to every person who came out. I 
first visited Washington in 1958 when my parents packed me 
and my younger brother in the car to participate in the youth 
march for integrated schools. Over the next few years I went 
to lots of civil rights demonstrations until, by the time of the 
famous 1963 March on Washington, at which Martin Luther 
King gave his ‘I have a Dream’ speech, I was quite a veteran. 
I was the organiser and captain of two bus loads of marchers 
from New York that day. I became active in my college years 
in the Young People’s Socialist League (YPSL), the Socialist 
Party’s youth section, and after two years I became the 
Chairman. 

The transition in my beliefs to neoconservatism was a gradual 
one. There were no abrupt shifts, and it felt like a fairly 
natural progression. It started right at the beginning when 
I was active as a young socialist in the 1960s. It was a time 
of great radicalism on American campuses and everyone was 
on the left – most further to the left than I was. (There was no 
such thing as conservatism.) Even though I was very devoted 
to my idea of socialism and regarded myself as a Marxist, I 
spent the greater part of my political energies arguing with 
people further to my left. And I was really quite repelled by 
the student left of the sixties. 

Johnson: What repelled you?

Muravchik: Two things. One was the attitude towards various 
Communist regimes and movements which were anathema to 
me. The student left did not usually identify with the Soviet 
regime but it did support all kind of third-world Communist 
regimes – Mao’s, Fidel’s, Ho’s, and I looked on all of these 
as monstrous totalitarian regimes. Second, the New Left 
was contemptuous of civil liberties, and regularly silenced 
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speakers whose political affiliations were disliked. Generally, 
I found nothing to like and much to dislike. That was the first 
push rightward. 

The second push was this. I’d had a ‘third camp’ position – there 
were these two bad systems, capitalism and communism, and 
I stood for democratic socialism, which in my eyes was much 
more humane. But I came to realise that this was juvenile in 
the sense that, while I still thought both systems were bad, I 
realised they were not equally bad. Communism was infinitely 
and appallingly worse – much crueler and taking a much 
higher toll of human life. That realisation did not weaken my 
belief in socialism but it made me look at the world around 
me very differently. 

There was something of an epiphany, I guess. I remember 
sitting up all night reading Tell the West, the memoirs of Jerzy 
Gliksman.2 He was a Pole, active in the Jewish Labour Bund, 
who had ended up in a Soviet camp. He survived because as 
the Red Army pushed the Germans back towards the Polish 
border they entered the camps, liberated a bunch of Polish 
prisoners and took them to the front and gave them guns to 
help fight the Germans in Poland. In the camp Gliksman had 
befriended the wife of one of the Old Bolsheviks who had been 
executed by Stalin. He said to her, ‘I’m going to get out here. 
They have given me a notice to go to the Front. What can I do 
for you?’ She laughed and said ‘There is nothing you can do for 
me.’ Gliksman said ‘Well, maybe you can try to escape. I was 
raised on tales from my older brother about how he escaped 
from Siberia.’ She asks, ‘When was that?’ Gliksman answers 
‘Under the Tsar.’ So she laughs again and says, ‘Ah, those 
sentimental Tsarist times. There is only one thing you can do 
for me. If you survive, tell the West.’ And that phrase – ‘those 
sentimental Tsarist times’ – really hit me like a hammer. After 
all, Tsarism was regarded as the very epitome of reaction and 
repression. Realising that Communism was so much more 
terrible than Tsarism was an important moment. 

In the 1970s, because of Vietnam, the intellectual class 
completely abandoned anti-Communism (all the way up 

2	 Glicksman 1948. 
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to the President of the United States when it was Jimmy 
Carter). It was felt that it was our obsessive, excessive 
anti-Communism that had gotten us into a terrible mess 
in Vietnam. In Carter’s first major foreign policy speech he 
spoke of getting over ‘our inordinate fear of Communism.’ 
This was all appalling to me. I thought the fight against 
Communism was the essential task in defence of civilisation. 
That classified me as a ‘neocon’ – even though at that point 
I still thought of myself as a socialist.

I had spent my twenties as an activist and so had not had 
much education. I had a bachelor’s degree, but I had spent 
most of my time on demos and had not studied much. In the 
end I got disgusted with myself so in my thirties I went to 
graduate school. In my first semester at Georgetown I took 
a course in Marxism taught by a good Professor who was a 
Marxist and who was very demanding – we read an important 
work every single week. But having this intense exposure 
to Marxist theory in a systematic way, presented by a very 
rigorous Marxist thinker, only led me to the realisation that it 
was all a crock of shit! 

There was one other thing that encouraged me to move 
rightwards. An important political anchor for me and for many 
others had been the labour movement. My great heroes were 
the labour leaders George Meany and Lane Kirkland, and 
I thought of myself as standing in this wonderful tradition 
of American labour internationalism, anti-Communism and 
anti-Fascism. But that began to be eroded in the 1980s. The 
labour movement’s internationalism and anti-Communism 
faded. Today, it has gone entirely, and the American labour 
movement is now ideologically akin to the British – kind of 
leftist. So what had anchored me to the left, and been central 
to my identity on the left, just vanished. 

Through the 1970s virtually all ‘neocons’ were still to the 
left of centre. There was a change in the 1980s because of 
Reagan. I and all of my ‘neocon’ comrades liked Reagan so 
much we became more open to his conservative views on 
other issues. 
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Part 1: The Fall of Socialism 

Johnson: Let’s talk about your book on socialism, which was 
made into a TV series by PBS. You are not ashamed of your 
socialist past. You point out that the Socialist Party ‘had no 
blood on our hands’ and ‘fought communists tooth and nail, 
often when few others would.’ But you admit to a feeling of 
embarrassment at having been ‘enthralled by a seductive 
but false idea that has done a lot of harm to the world.’3 The 
totalitarian impulse, you argue, was ‘there from the beginning’ 
in ‘socialism’s role as a redemptive creed, a substitute religion.’ 
Marx’s idea of a leap from a realm of necessity to a realm of 
freedom, for example, was ‘utterly messianic’, and ‘set the 
stage for the twentieth century’s great experiments in mass 
murder by Lenin, Stalin, Mao, Pol Pot and Hitler.’ This is your 
argument:

Monotheism had linked cosmology – the understanding 
of which is a universal human craving – to an ethical 
system. The establishment of that linkage constituted the 
single most important step in the progress of mankind. 
Socialism severed that link. Socialism denied that 
the path to the kingdom of heaven lay in individual 
righteousness. Rather it was to be found in political 
outcomes. The individual could reach it not by striving for 
moral goodness but by planting himself on the right side 
of history or of the barricades.4

Muravchik: I kept wrestling with the central mystery of 
socialism. How could something that desired to make things 
better have instead made things so much worse? Was it that 
socialists were bad people? From my own experience I am 
still convinced that most people who embraced the idea of 
socialism did so from a humane feeling – they wanted the 
world to be kinder and gentler. Yet socialism’s most important 
results were quite the opposite. Of course, social democrats 
did things to humanise society when they were in government, 
but the overall record of socialism, when you add up both 
sides of the ledger, is quite appalling. 

3	 Muravchik 2002c. 
4	 Muravchik 1999.
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I concluded that the central problem is asking politics to do 
something it can’t do – to provide the ‘leap’ that Marx wrote 
about. This ambition departs entirely from the realities of 
human existence, which is imperfect and tragic. Life may 
not be nasty and brutish but it is short and it will always 
have its share of sadness and disappointment. Religion offers 
answers to both the shortness of life and the disappointments 
it contains – whether or not you accept the truth of any 
particular religion or religion per se. Politics can’t do that. If 
you understand that, you feel a certain constraint on what 
you seek to achieve in politics, which at the most can offer 
amelioration. But the socialist thinks that through politics 
you can transform human life itself. Michael Harrington – a 
leader of mine back then whom I admired – once wrote that 
socialism would create ‘an utterly new society in which some 
of the fundamental limitations of human existence have been 
transcended.’5 But no political system can do that. Worse, once 
you say it can you have a logically sound utilitarian argument 
for killing some people in order to get there. If those people are 
standing in the way of the new, higher, happier level of human 
existence, well… Someone who wrote about this and whose 
insights influenced me was Milovan Djilas – not in The New 
Class but in his later book The Unperfect Society.6 

History tells us of people with supernatural beliefs doing 
very terrible things – human sacrifice, and so on. But, 
beginning with the Old Testament, the cardinal feature of the 
monotheistic religions is that there is a power greater than 
us, and the way to make out best in the face of this power 
is to behave according to a moral law. As I think about it 
now, I think that’s the seminal transformation in human 
history. Socialism – certainly Marxist socialism – sought to 
cancel that. It offered this whole mystical narrative (it was 
never ‘scientific’!) absent any moral instruction or law. In 
fact it ridiculed the very idea of a moral law, insisting that all 
the outcomes that would affect human happiness had to do 
with class struggle and who came out ahead in the political 
arena. 

5	 Harrington 1973, p. 421. 
6	 Djilas 1972. 
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Johnson: And the flip-side to that excessive hope about the 
transcendent ‘socialist’ future is an excessively, even morbidly, 
critical attitude to the ‘bourgeois’ present? In a speech you 
argued that socialism created a European culture in which 
‘bourgeois society had been systematically discredited … 
doomed to be replaced by a new and glorious epoch.’ This world 
view, you suggested, served as ‘the incubator that hatched 
Italian and German Fascism just as it hatched Russian and 
Chinese Communism.’7 Is this anti-bourgeois sensibility also 
to blame for socialism’s failures and crimes? 

Muravchik: I think that’s right, but the other factor at stake 
in radical politics of all kinds is narcissism. Perhaps the most 
important motivation among radicals is thinking of themselves 
as better than other people. It is often wrapped up in love of 
humanity or love of nature, but I think it’s mostly love of 
self. This denigration of and hatred for the ordinary imperfect 
society around us is really just a way of saying ‘I am better 
than other people, the world is stupid and clumsy and fat 
and homely and I am so much better than all of this. I dream 
of a world that is worthy of me.’ We get the term ‘bourgeois’ 
from Marx, so there is a pretence that it is to do with class or 
economics. But really it’s just a stand-in for ordinary people, 
ordinary life, ordinary problems and ordinary imperfections. 

Johnson: Let me put a case for remaining a social democrat. 
Towards the end of Heaven on Earth: The Rise and Fall of 
Socialism, you write ‘The parties of the mainstream Left may 
pour the cream that lightens the coffee of capitalism, but they 
are not offering any other beverage.’8 I think that’s true, but 
it leaves a vital role for social democracy. Liberal capitalist 
democracies are the best societies the planet has ever seen in 
terms of their combination of freedom and prosperity, but they 
tend to erode their own foundations – i.e. they breed ecological 
crises, gross and destabilising social inequalities, and a 
cultural breakdown involving narcissistic individualism, the 
collapse of civility, the retreat to infantilism and fantasy, and 
a cult of violence. Because of that, the public philosophy that 
liberal capitalist democracies need to survive is still something 

7	 Muravchik 1999.
8	 Muravchik 2002a, pp. 319-20. 
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like social democracy. Your late father, I think, was right when 
he said ‘the one thing that our poor battered world needs right 
now is a vigorous and creative social democratic movement.’9 

Muravchik: I would say two things. One is that your last 
phrase about ‘the survival’ of the system requiring social 
democracy is a needless leap to apocalyptism. The survival 
of the system is not in any uncertainty. Look, I guess I prefer 
empiricism. I do not hold with, and have no use at all for, 
libertarians who believe that the income or inheritances that 
people have are something that they own by sacrosanct right 
and that any time the government taxes them and takes their 
wealth and income for social purposes it is a violation of their 
rights and morally dubious. I don’t believe that. But neither 
do I believe that economic inequality, in and of itself, is 
something that needs to be corrected. And neither do I believe 
that it is good or useful to create government programmes 
or social services or wealth transfers just because there are 
some people in wealth and some people in poverty. I guess my 
attitude is that I am happy to see those government activities 
that will be genuinely helpful to people supported by taxation, 
but let’s be empirical about it – some are and some are not. 

Part 2: Neoconservatism – the rebellion against the 
rebellion

Johnson: Irving Kristol famously quipped that neoconservatives 
were ‘liberals who had been mugged by reality.’10 What did he 
mean? 

Muravchik: I’ve never liked that quip because it ruined 
a good joke, told perhaps by Johnny Carson, at a time of 
a rise in violent crime. Question: What is the definition of 
a conservative? Answer: A liberal who has been mugged. 
That’s quite funny. ‘Mugged by reality’ is not funny. It’s 
sanctimonious, as if we have experienced reality and other 
people have not. 

9	 Muravchik (Manny) 2002.
10	Kristol 1983.
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Irving is taken as the ‘godfather’ of neoconservatism, and there 
is one really important truth to that. In his generation of left 
intellectuals who moved rightwards it was he who went the 
furthest the fastest. So he was a real leader – the first to vote 
Republican, to defend capitalism, and so on.11 But his focus 
was almost always on domestic issues. When Irving talked of 
being ‘mugged by reality’ he was referring to the domestic root 
of neoconservatism, not the other, foreign policy root. 

The domestic root of neoconservatism began with a wide-
ranging critique of the Great Society programs and the War on 
Poverty of President Johnson from the mid-1960s. These were 
programs that had been designed by liberal intellectuals, but 
which seemed to work out very badly. On the one hand, they 
did not achieve the goals they aimed at. On the other hand, 
they produced side-effects that were harmful, and which 
people were very surprised by. I don’t think it’s true that the 
War on Poverty was a complete failure – the poverty rate was 
reduced a little – but on the whole it was disappointing. So 
Irving, in his journal The Public Interest, began publishing 
a lot of critiques of the War on Poverty showing that it had 
failed, analysing why it had failed, and so on. That’s what 
the phrase ‘mugged by reality’ alluded to – the discovery that 
government welfare programmes don’t work in practice as 
they do on paper. Now all that is important but it’s not very 
important in considering the neoconservatism that people are 
talking about – and loathing and fearing – today. 

The second root of neoconservatism concerns foreign policy 
and can be called a rebellion against the rebellion. The 
neocons were those people who rebelled against the Sixties 
rebellion against anti-Communism. Here Norman Podhoretz 
was probably the single most important figure, although Jeane 
Kirkpatrick was also very important.12 The neocons were a 
group of the liberal or radical intellectuals who believed that 
despite what had happened in Vietnam, anti-Communism 
was still a noble cause and the most important cause of our 
era. That’s where the idea of neoconservatism started.

11	See Kristol 1995.
12	See Podhoretz 1996, 2003; Kirkpatrick 1983. 
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Johnson: At this point it’s a battle inside the Democratic 
Party?

Muravchik: Yes, in the political world it was entirely within 
the Democratic Party. The most important organisation in the 
formative development of neoconservatism was the Coalition 
for a Democratic Majority (CDM), a Democratic Party group 
that argued that Democrats would lose elections if we moved 
too far to the left. Senator Henry Jackson was the main 
stalwart of CDM, although Senator Hubert Humphrey was 
also involved and later Senator Daniel Moynihan. For several 
years there was a great battle for control of the Democratic 
Party. And CDM lost, very badly! 

Johnson: The McGovernites become dominant?

Muravchik: Yes. McGovern’s nomination in 1972 was a big 
triumph for the anti-anti-Communists. But he lost so badly 
to Nixon that we were hopeful that we could fight back. 
And when Jimmy Carter was elected in 1976 he was not 
a McGovernite. He was a centrist and we were not terribly 
unhappy. But when this Georgia Governor who had been a 
party centrist embraced the McGovern wing lock, stock and 
barrel and gave us the complete cold-shoulder, we realised 
that the victory of the McGovernites in the Democratic Party 
had been much more profound than we had understood. 

Then, in the 1980s, there was a very happy marriage with 
Ronald Reagan and that tended to pull the neocons rightward. 
We liked Reagan so much we were susceptible to being 
influenced by him. 

Johnson: Reagan was a demonised figure in Europe. What 
was so attractive about Reagan to the neocons? 

Muravchik: That he was a deeply committed and serious 
anti-Communist. More attractive than anything else was his 
rhetoric. When he called communism an ‘evil empire’ it was the 
truth and something that desperately needed to be said. The 
word ‘evil’ is very important, by the way. There was a brilliant 
essay, published in 1982 in Encounter by two Irish scholars 
that argued the overarching meaning of George Orwell’s work 
was to rehabilitate the category of evil as a concept in political 
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discourse.13 And when Reagan used that term – the validity of 
which no one could dispute – he returned political discourse 
to the essential realities: the Soviet Union was (a) evil (b) an 
empire. And when he said that communism is a ‘sad, bizarre 
chapter in human history, whose last pages are even now 
being written,’ this was wonderful to us neocons. He was 
mounting a challenge – the first at this level – to the historicist 
claims of communism. And then, of course, Reagan brought 
us to the most perfect possible triumph in the cold war – 
victory without shedding blood. I might add without shedding 
the blood of those Europeans who hated him! Had the Cold 
War developed into a hot war it would have been Europeans 
who would have done the largest part of the dying. (By the 
way, in the US there is now a big effort by liberals to claim 
Reagan’s mantle. Turns out he was a hero, but also a wise 
liberal who can be contrasted to the benighted conservatism 
of George W. Bush.)

Neoconservatism after the Cold War

Johnson: In 1996, with the Cold War won, Norman Podhoretz 
– whom you have called ‘the conductor of the neocon orchestra’ 
– asked if neoconservatism had lost its distinctive identity and 
merged into plain old conservatism. Well, it didn’t turn out 
that way – foreign policy reunited the neocons as a distinctive 
tendency in the 1990s, the war in Bosnia serving to ‘crystallise 
a post Cold War approach to foreign policy that might fairly be 
described as neoconservative.’ You found that ‘almost everyone 
who had been a neocon supported US military intervention 
in Bosnia. We were reunited, not by a fixed platform but by 
a mindset distinct from that of traditional conservatives or 
liberals.’14 Why did the Bosnian conflict have that effect? 
What were the defining characteristics of this neoconservative 
‘mindset’? 

Muravchik: Well, imagine a triangle. At its three points 
are traditional conservatives, traditional liberals, and 
neoconservatives. The dividing line between neoconservatism 

13	McNamara and O’Keeffe 1982.
14	Muravchik 2003.
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and traditional conservatism is Wilsonianism. ‘Wilsonian’ is 
a term usually taken to mean ‘utopian’ or ‘fuzzy-headed’ and 
I would certainly grant that some of President Wilson’s ideas 
were misconceived – in particular the League of Nations. But I 
think a deeper insight, and the real essence of Wilsonianism, 
was that America could not separate its destiny from the rest 
of the world. We had a long history of isolationism, or at least 
of restricting our focus to our own hemisphere. But around the 
turn of the century the United States emerged as the greatest 
industrial power and therefore had to reconsider its place in 
the scheme of things. Wilson had campaigned for President on 
the promise of keeping America out of the war, and had done 
so for three years. But then he decided he simply had to lead 
the US into the war in Europe. And then he generalised from 
that experience, concluding that given the new position we 
occupied as the potentially mightiest country, we had to play 
a new role on the world stage. As conflict and turmoil in other 
countries was going to draw us in eventually, it was better to 
get ahead of the curve by using our power to shape the world 
and make it a safer place for everyone, including ourselves. 

The traditional or ‘realist’ way of looking at American interests 
had been to establish, for any given part of the world, what 
natural resources lay there or passed through there, and 
what geography was relevant to the deployment of military 
force. From that you made a kind of mechanical assessment 
about the size of our ‘stake’ in that area. In contrast, the 
essence of Wilsonianism is that we try to shape the world to 
make it a more harmonious place. This is morally good but it 
is also essential to our self-interest. And it means looking at 
American interests in a much more contingent way

In terms of Bosnia the traditional conservative view was 
set out by two successive secretaries of state. First by the 
Republican James Baker who famously said ‘we have no dog 
in that fight’, and, later, by the Democrat Warren Christopher, 
who, when he announced the abandonment of our lift-and-
strike proposal, said, ‘we are doing the most we can consistent 
with our interests’ – meaning we did not have many interests 
there. 

I can’t speak for all neocons, but it was my view that when 
President Bush took the US to war against Iraq in Kuwait in 
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1991, and proclaimed a ‘new world order,’ he meant that in 
this new unipolar world the US would use its preponderant 
power to try to enforce article 2.4 of the UN Charter – the 
law against aggression. The overwhelming issue in the case 
of Iraq’s absorption by force of Kuwait was not oil but the 
principle that raw aggression of one state against its neighbour 
should not be allowed – and that as the most powerful state 
we would take the lead in disallowing it. To my mind the same 
principle arose in Bosnia. To some extent it was a civil war but 
it was also a war of Serbian aggression against Bosnia. I had 
applauded the principle that Bush articulated in regard to 
Iraq’s aggression against Kuwait and I thought it urgent and 
important that the same principle be applied in the Bosnian 
case. I think most neocons agreed or came to agree with that 
assessment. So, neoconservatives are Wilsonian, and believe 
US fate is bound up with the fate of the rest of the world. That 
distinguishes us from traditional conservatives. 

What distinguishes neoconservatives from traditional liberals 
is that we’re more ready to resort to the use of hard power 
and we are less trusting in the UN. So on the question of ends 
you might say we are more at one with the traditional liberals, 
but on the means we are more at one with the traditional 
conservatives. 

Neoconservatism after 9/11 

Johnson: Neoconservatism played a decisive role in shaping 
Bush’s foreign policy after 9/11. Most Europeans seem to 
think this was the result of a ‘plot’ by a ‘cabal’. So what did 
happen? 

Muravchik: Well, keep the triangle that I just described in 
mind. When 9/11 happened it was not something entirely 
new. There had been a previous attack on the WTC by Islamists 
and lots of terrorist attacks had targeted Americans. But 9/11 
established a consensus among Americans that something 
serious had to be done to put an end to this. Once they were 
killing thousands of us in a single day we had to rally ourselves 
to confront the threat. The question was how? 

On the one hand it seemed clear to many, including President 
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Bush, that it would require the use of hard power – force – by 
the United States. But the outlook of traditional conservatives, 
known in the foreign policy jargon as ‘realism’, is rooted in a 
model of the state system that comes from the 19th century. 
Whatever true value it had then, realism had almost nothing to 
say about tackling non-state actors, or ideological or religious 
movements. Traditional realism had helped produce 9/11! 

On the other hand traditional liberals had no answers, or 
poor answers, such as the ‘911’ response to 9/11. And, in 
any case, George Bush was not a liberal. 

So Bush came up with a two pronged idea. One prong was the 
necessity of hard power – ‘we are going to fight these bastards 
as hard as we can.’ We will call it a war, and treat it as a war, 
and are prepared to use whatever means are necessary to 
fight and to win. The other prong was the understanding that 
we could not defeat this enemy by military means alone. There 
were so many young Muslims willing to sacrifice their lives as 
long as they could kill a lot of us in the process, and so many 
millions who sympathised and regarded them as heroes, that 
we had to face the broader question of our relations with the 
Muslim world and the pathologies of the region. 

The phrase ‘root causes’ was used by The New York Times in the 
first week after 9/11, and by Kofi Annan and some European 
leaders. But they all took the root cause to be poverty. This was 
silly (as recent events at Glasgow Airport where the terrorists 
were middle class professionals have shown yet again). You 
could see the killers were not poor. And even if poverty had 
something to do with 9/11, we did not need terrorism to 
make us aware that governments should seek to make their 
countries better off. This was not a goal that had eluded us 
up to that point! The neoconservatives offered an alternative 
analysis of the root causes, and Bush embraced it. We said 
that the question was not what the terrorists’ grievances were 
(after all, there will always be grievances). It was why, when 
they have grievances, do they think a good solution is the 
mass murder of innocent civilians? What was unique was not 
the existence of grievances or poverty but the belief that mass 
murder was a legitimate way to seek redress. In our analysis 
the problem lay in the political culture of the Middle East. The 
question was how to change it. One of the defining features of 
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that political culture was tyrannical government. We argued 
that if we can spread democracy as a form of government in 
that region, then the process of socialisation that occurs in 
democracies will lead people away from thinking murder and 
suicide are the way to carry on an argument, and foster more 
political and peaceful ways. 

Bush adopted this argument after 9/11, and from that 
came the idea that ‘the neocons have taken over’. But there 
were very few neocons inside the Administration – maybe 
a handful. I’ve never thought of Wolfowitz as a neocon by 
the way – he was a government person all his career, not 
primarily an intellectual. I knew him perfectly well, and my 
pigeon-hole for him was that he was the person in the foreign 
policy establishment who was most open to neocon ideas, 
but was not himself a neocon. There were a few people at 
lower levels who were neocons, but they didn’t make policy. 
Policy was made by Bush, Cheney, Rumsfeld, Condi, maybe 
Colin Powell, and George Tenet. None of these people were 
neocons by any stretch. It was not that the neocons took over 
but that Bush adopted policies that were neocon policies. 
And I don’t think anyone on the outside really knows how 
it is that Bush hit upon those policies. I suspect that what 
conditioned his decision was that there was no other approach 
on offer. And, by the way, there still isn’t. That’s why those 
expecting the imminent demise of ‘neoconservatism’ are in 
for a disappointment.15 Whether we should have gone into 
Iraq or not, the fact is we have a very violent enemy who has 
to be fought first with hard power, and second by trying to 
influence how the Middle East and the Muslim world looks 
upon the rest of us, and that means, in part, promoting the 
spread of democracy in the region. 

Neoconservatism and Democracy-Promotion

Johnson: Let’s talk about democracy promotion. You have been 
writing about this issue for a long time – Exporting Democracy: 
Fulfilling America’s Destiny was published back in 1991.16 I 

15	See Muravchik 2007b.
16	Muravchik 1991.
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want to ask about three dilemmas of democracy-promotion: 
means, consequences and agencies. 

Many argue that implanting democracy by the means of US 
military force has inflamed the region, acted as a recruiting 
sergeant for the terrorists, tarnished for a generation the US 
image overseas (diminishing its ability to project soft power), 
while weakening the deterrent effect of US military force 
(diminishing its ability to project hard power). How do you 
respond to that view? 

Muravchik: Well, there is a lot of truth there. I don’t believe 
that military power is the way to spread democracy in the 
region. I certainly don’t believe there is a right to use military 
power just to change the political system of another country. 
In the case of Iraq, I think there was a legal and moral basis 
for using military power because of the aggression of 1990 
and Iraq’s defiance of the disarmament terms set at the end 
of hostilities in 1991. 

There are cases – Germany and Japan being the most obvious 
– in which we did quite successfully democratise countries 
though military occupation. However, in those cases the 
rationale for going to war was not to democratise, so I’d 
like to separate two things. First, the project of spreading 
democracy should be carried out by peaceful means, not by 
war. Second, if there is a cause for war based on security 
reasons or a threat, and we are going to get into another 
country, then the question arises of how we are to leave that 
country. In that instance, and Iraq is a case in point, seeking 
to democratise the country – as far as we are able to do so – 
is a sensible idea. 

Now, I’m not sure that it was a good idea to attack Iraq. I 
supported it and I oppose drawing down US forces at this 
point. I enthusiastically supported the idea of a war against 
terror with military and political components. But it was not 
obvious to me that Iraq should have been our second target 
after Afghanistan – it’s possible we would have been wiser 
to focus our attention on Iran, rather than Iraq. But I was 
not making that decision and since I supported the war as 
a whole I supported the action. It’s hard to say whether if 
we’d done it differently we could have had a more successful 
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outcome. If we had sent many more troops could we have 
averted what has happened? I just don’t know. 

I am prepared to concede error on Iraq, certainly in the 
execution and perhaps even in the decision to do it. And I 
think there is a partial truth in the litany of bad consequences 
that you presented – certainly there are more people angry at 
us in the Middle East than there were before, and there is a 
lot of turmoil in the region. It remains to be seen how this will 
turn out. In terms of the goal of promoting democratisation 
there is cause for hope – democracy may not be marching 
forward but it is on the agenda for the states of the region 
much more than it was before. 

As for the argument that says ‘there are more terrorists now, 
so we were wrong to fight back,’ well, that is really poor. If 
people attack you, and you fight back, they are likely to get 
enraged and fight harder. That is normal and I’m not sure that 
it has any meaning in and of itself. It’s how the war ends that 
matters. When the Japanese attacked us at Pearl Harbour, we 
fought back, and because we did so they attacked us more. 
As we started defeating them they got more desperate and 
used suicide bombers. But if we see it through and win the 
broader war against terror then we will be much safer, and so 
will the people of the Middle East. 

Johnson: Should democracy be promoted when the likely 
consequence is the election of Islamists? When you debated 
Martin Kramer of the Washington Institute you argued for 
‘democratic universalism’ while he took the view that free 
voting among Arabs only stokes up radicalism. Kramer coined 
the term ‘consensual authoritarianism’ to sum up what he 
thought was the most we could aim for in the Middle East, 
for now at least.17 How should democrats deal with what we 
might term ‘the Hamas problem’? 

Muravchik: The essential question is whether there are 
material and psychological forces in place that would 
prevent Islamists who win an election from making that 
the last election. It’s the same issue that we faced with the 

17	Muravchik 2007a.
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Communists. The phrase now widely repeated – ‘one man, 
one vote, one time’ – was coined in South Africa in fear at 
the consequences of an ANC election victory. Well, I am not 
afraid of Islamists winning an election if there will be another 
election. We can hypothesise a situation – say in Egypt – where 
after a long struggle for genuine free elections the Islamists 
come to govern. But it would be extremely difficult for them to 
prevent the next election. I am inclined to take more risks in 
this regards than some people, including Martin Kramer. 

Johnson: When you debated Robert Leiken and Steven Brooke 
about how democrats should relate to the Muslim Brotherhood 
they argued for engagement on the grounds that ‘jihadists 
loathe the Muslim Brotherhood … for rejecting global jihad 
and embracing democracy.’18 When I interviewed the Egyptian 
reformer Saad Eddin Ibrahim he said something similar. You 
are unconvinced, I think. Why? 

Muravchik: It’s important to distinguish between two 
positions. One is the position that Saad Eddin used to espouse, 
and which I believe he has gone back to, and which Amr 
Hamzawy espouses, which is that we should have dialogue 
with the Brotherhood. The other is the position which Leiken 
espouses, which is ‘I just had a dialogue with the Brotherhood 
and they told me they are all moderates so I am wiling to 
vouch for that.’ The first seems to me a reasonable and even 
necessary step. This is a movement that has a lot of followers 
in the Arab world, and it has grown up under conditions of 
the absence of political freedom and open discourse – we can 
only gain by talking to them. The Leiken position seems to 
me to be foolish. We should not take what they say at face 
value. 

The ‘initiative’ launched in 2004 by the Egyptian Muslim 
Brotherhood could be constituted as a shift on their part in 
a more liberal direction. They certainly want it to be thought 
that they now believe in democracy, human rights for non-
Muslims, and rights for women. But it is still not all that 
clear which rights they believe in. For starters, I greet with 
extreme scepticism any movement that proclaims democracy 

18	Leiken and Brooke 2007; Muravchik 2007c.
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but is not itself democratic. The Communist parties practised 
‘democratic centralism’ and called themselves democratic 
but they weren’t. The Iranian Mujahadeen-e-Khalq (MEK) 
proclaims itself ‘democratic’ but everyone obeys Mr and Mrs 
Rajavi. Well, the Muslim Brotherhood also has a completely 
top-down structure, just like the Communists. Rank and file 
members don’t get to elect anyone above them – an inner 
committee of 15 elects a Supreme Guide (and that name tells 
you a lot in itself!) Mahdi Akef, the current Supreme Guide, 
is neither a democrat of any kind nor a man of peace. It is 
true that the Muslim Brotherhood has renounced violence 
within Egypt, but whether this was a genuine change of heart 
we have no way of knowing. Their renunciation of violence 
occurred in the 1970s in a deal with Anwar Sadat to get their 
leaders out of jail. And they vehemently endorse violence, 
including suicide bombings, in other places, including by 
Islamist groups in Iraq and Israel. 

In one interview, according to the Egyptian newspapers, Mahdi 
Akef was asked, if there were democracy in Egypt, would he 
be prepared to be ruled by a Christian. He said he’d rather be 
ruled by a Muslim from any other country than by a Christian 
Egyptian. When the interviewer pressed the question, Akef 
replied ‘Fuck Egypt!’ 

So, I talk to leaders of the Brotherhood and I plan to continue 
to do so. But to accept their bone fides as democrats on their 
own say-so is to toss away one’s critical judgement. 

Johnson: Do we need a grassroots democracy-promotion 
organisation able to act independently of the parties? The 
late Penn Kemble was the driving force behind the Coalition 
for a Democratic Majority, also serving as deputy director of 
the United States Information Agency under Bill Clinton. When 
he died in 2005, your tribute noted that he rejected the label 
‘neoconservative’ because ‘he doubted that Republicans and 
conservatives could constitute a reliable base for the kind of 
internationalist and idealist foreign policy he espoused.’19 And 
in 2006 – when the imprisonment of Egyptian democracy activist 
Ayman Nour was met with only a ‘half-hearted’ response from 

19	Muravchik 2005b.
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Washington – you complained in The Washington Post that 
‘the Bush administration has begun to pull its punches on 
Middle East democracy.’ You went on: ‘It’s not only in Egypt 
that the administration is giving this impression. In Iraq, it has 
acted to shut down dozens of projects designed to nurture the 
seedlings of democracy: civil society, political parties, women’s 
and human rights organisations, and the like.’20 We have no 
equivalent, for instance, to the Congress of Cultural Freedom 
that battled Stalinism. We certainly have nothing to compare to 
MoveOn.org and the netroots which can dictate political terms 
to the Democratic Party. 

Muravchik: That’s a really good question and I have not 
thought about it a lot. The terrible problem we have on the 
American side is that the anchor for a left-of-centre position 
that was militantly pro-democratic and militantly in favour of 
standing up in defence of the democracies was the AFL-CIO. It 
was the AFL-CIO to a great extent that made ‘Scoop’ Jackson 
possible. It provided a powerful base within the Democratic 
Party that was unyielding in its defence of democratic values 
on the international scene while being to the left of centre. 
But that very noble tradition in the US labour movement, 
which had its analogues in the British labour movement, is 
now completely gone. There is not a shred of it left. The labour 
movement in the US is in the hands of old Communists, ex-
Communists, and New Leftists. So the hopes of building the 
kind of force you want inside the Democratic party are all 
but nil. The last person in that tradition was Senator Joe 
Lieberman, but the netroots in effect kicked him out of the 
party! 

On the other hand because of President Bush the Republican 
Party has been embracing policies that are big departures 
from its own tradition and history (much to the chagrin of 
the elder President Bush and his entourage). To my surprise, 
Republicans have backed the policy rather strongly, but 
I don’t know how deep that goes. Is it new thinking or are 
they just embracing their President? When he has left office 
the Republicans may revert to more ‘realist’ policies that are 
more akin to the elder Bush. 

20	Muravchik 2006a.
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It would be extremely useful to have a non-party international 
organisation for people who believe in the dual cause 
of defending the existing democracies and encouraging 
democracies elsewhere. And there is one natural leader for 
this – Tony Blair. That is something important and wonderful 
he could do, and it would be much more likely to have an 
impact than the job he has just taken on. He is better than 
anyone here at articulating the case. 

Part 3: Neoconservatism’s Critics

Johnson: It’s nigh on impossible to have a grown up 
conversation about neoconservatism in Europe. Let’s talk about 
three typical kinds of ‘criticism’ of the neoconservatives: that 
you are warmongers, lying Straussians, and a Jewish cabal. 

Many people – and not only the crazies – think neocons are 
warmongers. It’s not difficult to see why. You wrote in 2006 
that neoconservatives hold ‘a broader definition of US security, 
believing aggression and mayhem anywhere could eventually 
reach America’s doorstep.’21 Furthermore, you say a key tenet 
of neoconservatism is that ‘world peace is indivisible.’22 Add in 
the fact that neocons are more open to the idea of force projection 
than other foreign policy schools, and even reasonable people 
can put all this together – the expansive definition of security, 
the universalist outlook, and the preference for force projection 
and pre-emption – and, well, they get frightened! They think 
you are offering a recipe for wars everywhere. And, after Iraq, 
they think that means quagmires everywhere. What would you 
say to people who hold these kinds of fears? 

Muravchik: I think it’s fair for people to be critical of neocons 
about Iraq. Iraq is a mess and we bear a share of responsibility 
for that. At the very least there was some glibness about Iraq 
– mostly on the part of Donald Rumsfeld, but some neocons 
were party to that. We should be chastened by Iraq. 

But if we step back and take a longer view of American power, 

21	Muravchik 2006b.
22	Muravchik 2006c.
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we see that the willingness of the US to project power has 
helped prevent wars, while the reluctance of the US to project 
power has often caused wars. Most clearly, the Second World 
War was in large part a result of the reluctance of the US to 
project power. So was the Korean War – we encouraged the 
North to invade when we allowed it to be thought that we 
would not fight for South Korea. We encouraged the first Iraq 
war when the US Ambassador gave the false impression to 
Saddam Hussein that we would not react to a takeover of 
Kuwait. And, in an indirect way, our failure to project US 
power caused the second Iraq war – if we had toppled Saddam 
in 1991 we would not have had this second war. Of course, the 
biggest example of the projection of American power keeping 
the peace was the policy of containment during the cold war 
– the overall strategy of putting military bases around the 
world, fighting some wars along the way, and duelling on the 
political and military and intelligence planes with the Soviets. 
People then were also very afraid of American military power 
and feared that American belligerency was risking war. In 
fact American power kept the peace, prevented the cold war 
turning hot, and eventually won the cold war. 
 
Johnson: Another criticism runs thus: neoconservatives 
are disciples of a dastardly political philosopher called Leo 
Strauss whose main teaching was that political elites must 
always lie to the masses to achieve their ends. The Iraq war 
is then presented as a grand Straussian lie foisted on us by 
the neocons. A very silly BBC documentary, ‘The Power of 
Nightmares’, ran with this notion. This is the common sense 
of most European broadsheets about the neocons – a political 
elite deliberately spinning lies to the masses to achieve their 
nefarious ends. 

Muravchik: (laughs) It’s so absurd it leaves me speechless! 
The main point of Strauss’s thinking is that the world went 
to hell with Machiavelli.23 The ancient political philosophers 
asked the question ‘what is the good?’ The modern political 
philosophers, starting with Machiavelli, asked the question 

23	See Strauss 1958, in which he writes, ‘We profess ourselves 
inclined to the old-fashioned and simple opinion according 
to which Machiavelli was a teacher of evil.’
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‘what is?’ To Strauss this was a horrible mistake. He thought 
the proper role of political philosophy is to enquire into the 
good, not to do – as he used to say, sneeringly – ‘value-free 
social science’. 

You know, Strauss was not really interested in politics. When 
I started hearing all this stuff about Strauss I went to an 
old friend, Walter Berns, who is 88 years old, works at the 
AEI and really is a Straussian. ‘Walter,’ I asked, ‘was Strauss 
interested in politics?’ He said, ‘Well, we were both at the 
University of Chicago together during the Presidential election 
year [it was 1952 or 1956]. Strauss came to me and said, 
“Now we are residents of the state of Illinois I think it behoves 
us to vote for Illinois’s native son, Adlai Stevenson. But I have 
never voted, so can you tell me how to register?”’ So, this was 
Strauss’s involvement in contemporary American politics – 
voting for the liberal Adlai Stevenson! [if he could figure out 
how to go about voting.] 

This business of Strauss being for the elite telling lies is just 
a garbled reading of Strauss, who had a theory that when 
we read political philosophy we must realise we are reading 
people who lived under dictatorial or intolerant governments 
and who, therefore, were not free to write exactly what they 
believed. He thought we must try to tease out meanings that 
aren’t there on the surface. But he was not advocating that 
we write like that! That’s an absurd misunderstanding of 
Strauss. 

But look, the real point is simpler. Neoconservatism has 
nothing to do with Strauss. The very term ‘neoconservatism’ 
was coined by Michael Harrington as part of an intramural 
fight on the left. Every one of us was either a liberal or a 
socialist of some kind who had come to be at odds with the 
majority of liberals over the issue of anti-Communism. Among 
those people there was not a single one who was Straussian 
to my knowledge. I do meet people who would call themselves 
Straussians or who studied with Strauss but not one of them 
was among the founding figures of neoconservatism. 

Johnson: In today’s Sunday Telegraph (July 15, 2007) the 
historian Alistair Horne, author of Algeria, A Savage War of 
Peace describes meeting President Bush: ‘Bush, an honourable 
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man, might have made a good President without Iraq. His 
fault was to heed too often the voices of the Zionist lobby in 
Washington. Never before has the Israeli tail wagged the 
American dog quite so vigorously.’ John le Carré claimed his 
novel Absolute Friends demonstrated ‘what would happen 
if we allow present trends to continue to the point where 
corporate media are absolutely at the beck and call in the US 
of a neo-conservative group which is commanding the political 
high ground, calling the shots and appointing the state of Israel 
as the purpose of all Middle Eastern and practically all global 
policy.’ (What would the great George Smiley have made of this 
Bill Hayden-style rant, I wonder?)24 Anyway, the charge is that 
the neoconservatives are shills for Israel sending Gentile boys 
to fight and die for the Likud.

Muravchik: This is just raw anti-Semitism, and absurd. Israel 
– though keen for the US to win once it had attacked Iraq – 
was not happy that the US attacked Iraq in the first place. 
Israelis felt the greater danger was from Iran. I remember 
listening to Benjamin Netanyahu at the AEI just after the 
war in Afghanistan talking with a marked lack of enthusiasm 
about an invasion of Iraq. Believe me, the invasion was the 
opposite of an Israeli idea! 

There are a lot of neoconservatives who are Jews. That’s true 
for two reasons, I think. One, neoconservatives come from 
the left, and a lot of leftists are Jews. The Communist and 
socialist movements were all dominated by Jews, so a lot of 
the people who are renegades from those movements will be 
Jews. I think that explains most of it. But there may be an 
additional factor. The combination of idealism and toughness 
in the neoconservative position is something that is congenial 
to a certain Jewish mentality. Support for idealism flows from 
the Jewish tradition of good deeds, while the preference for 
toughness flows from a certain Jewish sense of vulnerability. 

Johnson: Can I pursue this notion of ‘toughness’? Paul Berman 
argues that neoconservatism is ‘a clique with a style and that 
style is marked by ruthlessness.’ He sees in neoconservatism 
a dangerous ‘romance of the ruthless,’ for instance in 

24	Le Carré quoted in Jeffries 2005.
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Central America during the Reagan administration, when the 
expectation was that ‘a small number of people could be very 
effective if they acted ruthlessly enough.’ And today, Berman 
argues, this ruthless style ‘has contributed to the gigantic 
errors that have been committed in Iraq.’ He said: ‘When you 
believe that if a small number of people act ruthlessly then a 
larger force is not necessary, it leads you to say, “let’s not send 
a large number of troops but let’s not tie the hands of those we 
do send.” That is, you send too few troops on the one hand 
and practice torture on the other.’25 How do you respond? 

Muravchik: It’s poetry, not analysis. I don’t know what he’s 
talking about in Central America. The signature neocon policy 
in Central America was support for the Contras. Were the 
Contras a small ruthless group? Well, first of all they were not 
a small group. They were the biggest guerrilla movement there 
ever was in Latin America. There has been a lot of romance 
down the years about Latin American guerrillas fighting for 
the liberation – well, the biggest example was the Nicaraguan 
Contras. They were victimised by a totalitarian regime and 
they fought for their land and their freedom. So much for 
the small group business! As for ruthlessness, they were less 
ruthless than the people they were fighting against, and they 
were in the midst of a guerrilla war. And in 1989, as soon as 
the regime agreed to hold an election they stopped fighting, 
participated in the election, and won it! So I just don’t know 
what Berman is talking about. He has a piece of poetry and 
he is intoxicated with it. 

Berman says ‘they’ sent too few soldiers to Iraq. I guess he 
means the neocons. But it was Rumsfeld that sent too few 
soldiers. And that decision had nothing to do with a ‘romance 
of the ruthless’ but had lots to do with a romance of technology. 
The notion of a ‘revolution in military affairs’ revolves around 
changes in military technology – it used to take 1000 projectiles 
to strike the target and now you needed 2 projectiles, and so 
on. Rumsfeld and the people around him became intoxicated 
with this sort of thing, with bad consequences. They should 
be chastised for it, including some neocons. But to speak 
of a ‘neocon romance of the ruthless’ is nothing more than 

25	Berman 2006.



poetic mudslinging. And I defy Berman to explain the causal 
connection between the beliefs of neocons and Abu Ghraib. 

Part 4: Neoconservative Futures? 

The Iraq War

Johnson: In 2006, after the Republicans were defeated in the 
mid-terms, you concluded ‘It is the war in Iraq that has made 
“neocon” a dirty word, either because President George Bush’s 
team woefully mismanaged the war or because the war (which 
neocons supported) was misconceived.’26 Was the intervention 
in Iraq mismanaged or misconceived? 

Muravchik: It was obviously horribly mismanaged, starting 
with the decision on troop levels. General Shinseki said he 
would need 350,000 troops or thereabouts, and according to 
the books, Rumsfeld said ‘nonsense’ and insisted on 125,000 
troops. If that is true it was criminally negligent on Rumsfeld’s 
part. Then you have the disbanding of the Iraqi army, and so 
on. It was badly mismanaged, no doubt. 

Was it misconceived? Well, at the risk of seeming that I 
really am part of the ‘Zionist lobby’ (laughs) we must ask in 
hindsight, what was the sense of making Iraq the second 
focus in the war on terror, rather than Iran, which was always 
a bigger player in terrorism? And that was a question that 
some people asked at the time. It seems now that that was a 
big mistake. But that still leaves the question of whether the 
war in Iraq was a mistake per se. If we had gone with a bigger 
force could we have achieved a different outcome? I’m just 
not sure. 

Johnson: When we try to understand why those mistakes 
were made, I think something you wrote in your book on the 
UN is very useful. You have written that American idealism has 
sometimes gone off the rails and drifted into ‘building dream 
castles’ rather than face the world as it is.27 Do you think that 

26	Muravchik 2006d.
27	Muravchik 2005a, p. 1.
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was going on in 2002, and that it explains at least some of the 
astonishing failure to prepare for the day after the end of major 
combat operations? 

Muravchik: There were people who believed that creating 
democracy in Iraq was going to be much easier than it has 
proved to be. I wanted to do it – so if it was a dream castle it 
was mine too – but I didn’t think it would be easy. I thought 
it would take a much more thorough occupation than we 
were able to do with the small force we sent. In Exporting 
Democracy I have a chapter on the occupation of Japan and 
noted that temporarily we took complete ownership of the 
country and helped put in place democratic institutions. In 
2003 that’s what I thought we ought to do in Iraq. I remember 
participating in a seminar with some Americans and Israelis. 
The Americans were talking about bringing democracy to 
Iraq. The Israelis were very cynical, saying, ‘that’s insane, 
you Americans don’t know the area, and this is a ridiculous 
idea.’ I recall that one of the two American speakers (not me!) 
quoted from the inscription of the Statue of Liberty, saying 
the Iraqis were also ‘huddled masses yearning to breathe 
free.’ I thought that was off the wall even then. There was 
some terrible glibness on the part of some neocons about 
what was involved in this project. But I am not of the view 
that the project was or is hopeless per se. The folly was in not 
appreciating what an immensely difficult project it would be. 

Johnson: The Democratic Party leader in the Senate, Harry 
Reid, recently said ‘the war is lost.’ Most people in the US and 
UK probably agree with him. Why is he wrong? 

Muravchik: We are not defeated. It is within our power to 
keep fighting, or we can surrender as Harry Reid and Nancy 
Pelosi propose. The terrorists and resistance fighters can 
prevent us from achieving our goals for a long time but 
they do not have it within their capacity to defeat us. If we 
surrender we will not ‘cut our losses,’ we will multiply them. 
To the global jihadist movement it will be as a massive dose 
of steroids. That movement grew out of the war against the 
Soviets in Afghanistan – it is fuelled not by grievances but by 
successes. The Jihadists say over and over again ‘we defeated 
one superpower when no one thought we could, and now 
we are going to defeat the other superpower.’ On the back 



of these promises of success they offer a global jihad for a 
new caliphate. And there is a tremendous amount of support 
for this in the Muslim world – not a majority but not an 
insignificant minority. If Reid and Pelosi have their way and we 
surrender, there will be untold thousands of new recruits to 
the ranks of the suicide bombers attacking the US and Britain 
and Spain. It’s right there in all their documents. They believe, 
as a minimum, in reconquering for Islam every piece of land 
that was ever conquered by Muslims. This land is regarded 
as sanctified by that fact, as ‘Waqf’ – holy Muslim territory. If 
we surrender we will face much bigger wars over the coming 
decades because they won’t stop until we subdue them. 

The question of ‘national faint-heartedness’ 

Johnson: You wrote as early as 2003 that the war in Iraq might 
be lost because of ‘a recurrence of national faint-heartedness.’28 
Is it possible that 21st century capitalist democracies combine (a) 
unparalleled superiority in economic, technological and military 
power with (b) a culture (i.e. a mass media, a popular culture, 
an intellectual class and, above all, a sensibility) that makes 
it almost impossible to project that power, even for progressive 
ends? Does that culture fold when it meets a resistance – even 
a fascistic one – capable of fighting and inflicting losses upon 
us over a sustained period? Are the Jihadis and ‘insurgents’ 
right in their belief that if they can kill enough Americans or 
Brits then the home front will collapse? If they are, is the West 
now starting fights that it literally cannot finish?

Muravchik: No, the Jihadis are not right. Yes, in both the US 
and the UK there is a real problem – in the US an underlying 
isolationism, in the UK an underlying pacifism. Both 
consistently make our enemies underestimate us, and that 
is dangerous. But in the end, the English-speaking peoples 
will have enough self-regard, and enough love for our way of 
life, that we will stand up and fight for it. In the end we pay 
any price to defend it. But most of the wars of the last century 
were started because we gave our enemies a very different 
impression. And I think that may be what we are doing today 

28	Muravchik 2003.
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– I think it likely that all this will end in some kind of bigger 
war. But I don’t have any doubt that we will win it. We won’t 
surrender in the end. 

The Threat from Iran

Johnson: Iran is obviously determined to acquire a nuclear 
bomb. Why should we not seek to accommodate a nuclear Iran 
as we have other nuclear powers? 

Muravchik: First, because it is a revolutionary and messianic 
regime engaged in terrorist violence around the world in a way 
that even the communists weren’t to the same extent. I don’t 
think there is any reliable way to ‘deter’ Iran. It is possible that 
Iran will give the bomb to terrorists, or just drop it on Israel, 
as even the so-called moderate Rafsanjani has proposed to do. 
Second, it would be the end of the non-proliferation regime. 
If Iran breaks out, other states would follow quickly. We will 
end up with 20 or 30 nuclear armed states. That would be 
very dangerous. Third, it would energise the Iranian drive for 
regional hegemony and that would in all likelihood result in 
some big wars in the region. 

Look, when people say we succeeded in deterring the 
Soviets, well, yes, we did, but let’s not forget the cold war 
was a terrible harrowing period, and victory was due only in 
part to wise Western policies. In part it was just luck that it 
ended without horrible fighting. By ‘luck’ I mean Gorbachev 
got elected Secretary General in the Politburo in a contested 
situation in which he might not have won. If we had had the 
chance to prevent the Soviet Union from becoming a nuclear 
power, would that have been an option worth seizing? Yes! 
Because if you run the cold war scenario over several times, 
sooner or later it ends in World War Three. The peaceful end 
we achieved in 1989 was not guaranteed. And today we do 
have the option of stopping Iran gaining the nuclear bomb. 

Johnson: Many commentators judge that the bad consequences 
of trying to stop Iran by force – radicalisation in the region, 
retaliatory strikes – are likely to be so great that we should 
desist. 



Muravchik: I don’t believe radicalisation flows mostly from 
defeat. It flows from victories. I understand that people will be 
angry – though don’t forget a lot of people would be relieved. 
I understand Iran will retaliate and will redouble its terrorist 
acts against Americans. It may unleash Hezbollah, maybe do 
some things in the Gulf. And some of these things could be 
painful and we have to deal with them as best we can. But 
they won’t be as painful as having a nuclear armed Iran. 

The United Nations

Johnson: Your last answer would horrify those who we might  
call cosmopolitans – people who seek the rule of international 
law, a strengthened United Nations, transnational 
networks, global civil society, and so on. Cosmopolitaniosm 
is offered as an alternative strategic framework for 
doing foreign policy, and you have been pretty scathing 
about it. Your book on the UN, for example, rejects the 
cosmopolitan’s vision of a pax UN not just as ‘an illusion’  
but potentially ‘the source of much harm’.29 What is wrong with 
a ‘pax UN’?

Muravchik: Unlike most neocons I am a believer in 
international law. Eugene V. Rostow – a neocon much more 
prominent and infinitely more knowledgeable than I – was 
a big advocate of international law. I believe in it because 
there is a big problem in managing American power. That 
power, as you were implying in some of the earlier questions, 
is inevitably frightening to people who aren’t American, 
because it is unbalanced by any other power. International 
law offers a broad code of conduct for states. By emphasising 
our respect for international law, we can reassure others that 
we do not believe that our power entitles us to act as a law 
unto ourselves. At the same time, virtually every aggressive 
action by other states to which we object is also a violation 
of international law, and therefore the law gives us a basis 
for framing our objections and for taking action against the 
miscreant. 

But the UN is simply a failed institution. It was created in 

29	Muravchik 2005a, p. 5.
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1945 to ‘spare future generations from the scourge of war.’ 
There has not been another world war but the reason for that 
owes nothing to the UN – the UN completely failed to create 
the institutions of peace-enforcement which are spelled out in 
the Charter. It has everything to do with the use of US power, 
together with that of its allies, to keep the peace. Therefore, 
it is my view that the US, with its allies, should continue to 
keep the peace. The UN is unable to do this. 

There was a belief that the UN was hamstrung by the cold 
war and would come into its own and play the role that was 
foreseen for it in 1945 once the cold war ended. But right 
away, in Bosnia and Rwanda, that was proven false. We have 
had three different experiences: the League of Nations, the 
UN during the Cold War, and the UN after the Cold War. Every 
time the result has been the same: utter impotence. It is mad 
to look to the UN as the bulwark of peace, and doubly mad 
to look to the UN at the expense of the US, because the US 
has been very effective at keeping the peace. It has kept the 
peace of Europe since 1945 and while it has not completely 
succeeded in keeping the peace in Asia, it has succeeded in 
putting to rest the central threat of war in Asia, which is the 
competition between China and Japan. 

Johnson: So what role should the UN play in international 
affairs? 

Muravchik: People criticise the UN on the ground that ‘it’s 
nothing but a talk shop.’ But the idea of a talk shop doesn’t 
sound at all bad to me! If the nations of the world can talk in big 
groups and small groups that is good. Having an international 
forum where issues can be raised and representatives can 
talk, formally and informally, is good. The problem is not the 
talking. The problem is that the UN is dysfunctional as an 
action organisation. 

Johnson: What do you think of the idea of creating a ‘concert 
of democracies’? This notion, in different forms, can be heard 
from John McCain, Madeleine Albright, the Princeton Project, 
Ivo Dalder and James Lindsey, and it is implied in Tony Blair’s 
1999 Chicago speech. 

Muravchik: I like it, but it is going to be very hard to achieve. 



I think it would be wiser to seek to create a separate stand-
alone organisation than to create a force within the UN 
– the atmosphere of the UN is poisonous. But as a stand-
alone organisation of democracies that has more substance 
to it than the current ‘community of democracies’ it is an 
excellent idea. For instance, it’s possible to envisage a Human 
Rights Committee of a Concert of Democracies becoming an 
alternative to the discredited UN Human Rights Committee. 

Johnson: What are you working on now? 

Muravchik: I’m writing a book of profiles of half a dozen 
Arab democrats. These people are trying to bring democracy 
to their countries and I admire them. And they are too little 
known to us. 
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About the Foreign Policy Centre

The Foreign Policy Centre is Britain’s leading progressive 
foreign affairs think tank, established in 1998 by the late 
Foreign Secretary, Robin Cook. The aim of the FPC, carried 
out through research, publications and events is to develop 
innovative policy ideas which promote practical solutions to 
global challenges. The work is entirely focused on shaping 
the way foreign policy is made and carried out.

The aim of the Foreign Policy Centre is to develop a vision 
of a fair and rule-based world order. Through our research, 
publications and events, we aim to develop innovative policy 
ideas which promote:

Effective multilateral solutions to global problems•	
Democratic and well-governed states as the •	
foundation of order and development
Partnerships with the private sector to deliver •	
public goods
Support for progressive policy through effective •	
public diplomacy
Inclusive definitions of citizenship to underpin •	
internationalist policies.

Over the past 9 years, the FPC has hosted numerous 
events. Some notable names include Tony Blair, David 
Cameron, David Miliband, Paddy Ashdown, Hilary Benn, 
Peter Mandelson, Chinese State Councillor Tang Jiaxuan 
and former Russian Prime Minister Mikhail Kasyanov.

The FPC has also produced many influential and ground 
breaking publications by key thinkers. They include After 
Multiculturalism by Yasmin Alibhai-Brown, The Post-Modern 
State and the World Order by Robert Cooper, Network 
Europe and Public Diplomacy by Mark Leonard, Brand China 
by Joshua Cooper Ramo, Preventing the Next Cold War: A 
View from Beijing by Andrew Small and A Global Alliance for 
Global Values by Tony Blair.

The organisation is led by the Director, Stephen Twigg. 
Further information: <http://www.fpc.org.uk>
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