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CHAPTER 6

A Return to Isolationism and Unilateralism?
Pre~ and Post-September 11

In 1995, four years after the disintegration of the Soviet Union,
Arthur Schlesinger Jr., a historian, former presidential adviser,
and once a vocal critic of American intervention in the Vietnam
War, wrote that the age of American internationalism was coming
to an end. Looking back on the commitment to collective security
during the Cold War, he described the hope that “Americans had
made the great turning and would forever after accept collective
responsibilities” as “an illusion.”

It is now surely clear that the upsurge in American interna-
tionalism during the Cold War was a reaction to what was
seen as the direct and urgent Soviet threat to the security of
the United States. It is to Joseph Stalin that Americans owe
the 40-year suppression of the isolationist impulse. The col-
lapse of the Soviet threat faces us today with the prospect
that haunted Roosevelt half a century ago—the return to
the womb in American foreign policy. . .. The isolationist im-
pulse has risen from the grave, and it has taken the new
form of unilateralism. (1995, 5)

Schlesinger’s essay went on to describe declining support for in-
ternationalism across the entire spectrum of American society,
from the “housewife in Xenia, Ohio,” to members of the Council
on Foreign Relations and to many officials in Washington. But
Schlesinger was writing at about the midpoint between demoli-
tion of the quintessential symbol of the Cold War, the Berlin Wall,
and the 2001 terrorist attacks on the United States, as well as eight
years prior to the second war against Iraq. Have the September 11
attacks and the regime change in Iraq “changed everything,” as
some commentators have asserted, or will these events prove to

241


http://www.press.umich.edu/titleDetailDesc.do?id=6750

Public Opinion and American Foreign Policy, Revised Edition
Ole R. Holsti
http://lwww.press.umich.edultitleDetailDesc.do?id=6750

The University of Michigan Press, 2004

242 Public Opinion and American Foreign Policy

be less than defining moments for the new millennium? The real-
ist critique of democracies and especially of public opinion is that
because memories of even dramatic events are short-lived, paro-
chial domestic and personal concerns will ultimately drive inter-
national ones to the back burner. If, in fact, the dozen years fol-
lowing the end of the Cold War were marked by a reversion to
isolationism and unilateralism, as Schlesinger claimed, then, bar-
ring a repetition of terrorist attacks on the homeland, the events
of September 11 may well represent a temporary change in a
long-term trend away from internationalism and multilateralism.
The alternative thesis is that public support for broad and active
international engagement, often with the cooperation of allies and
through various international institutions, persisted through the
years following the disintegration of the Soviet Union. In that
case, multilateral impulses are likely to persist into the foresee-
able future. For that reason, it is useful to undertake separate
analyses of the pre— and post-September 11 periods.

As we are now several years into a new millennium and mem-
ories of the Cold War are becoming fainter, are we indeed wit-
nessing a fundamental redefinition of the U.S. role in the world
along the lines described in Schlesinger’s obituary for “a magni-
ficent dream” (A. Schlesinger 1995, 8)? For more than a half cen-
tury following Pearl Harbor, many American leaders believed
that vital national interests required the United States to play an
active leadership role in world affairs; disagreements among
elites tended to focus not on the desirability of assuming the bur-
dens—and enjoying the benefits— of international leadership but
rather on the goals, strategies, and tactics that should be em-
ployed in implementing that role. For example, even the sharp
differences between incumbent Jimmy Carter and challenger
Ronald Reagan that surfaced during the 1980 presidential cam-
paign were not about whether the United States should take an
active position in world affairs but instead concerned the goals,
values, and strategies that should inform and guide the country in
its international undertakings. Reagan emphasized the need to
restore a military posture that he charged had been dangerously
compromised by the misguided pursuit of détente and arms con-
trol by the Nixon, Ford, and Carter administrations as well as the
need to confront more forcefully an evil and expansionist Soviet
empire. In contrast, Carter was no more inclined than Reagan to
reduce America’s internationalist stance, but the incumbent pres-
ident sought to use that leadership position in the service of
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rather different goals and values. Carter’s definition of a foreign
policy in which the American people can take pride included em-
phasizing arms control rather than arms racing and promoting
human rights. Thus, if Schlesinger’s diagnosis of post—-Cold War
American foreign policy correctly unearthed a surge toward iso-
lationism and unilateralism, it would be a watershed in thinking
about foreign affairs comparable to that triggered by the attack
on Pearl Harbor, which, in the words of Senator Arthur Vanden-
berg, “ended isolationism for any realist” (1952, 1).

How compelling is the thesis that we are undergoing such a
fundamental change in beliefs about the country’s appropriate
role in the world? What evidence suggests that Schlesinger may in
fact have discerned an important transformation in American
thinking about foreign affairs? Several points come to mind. First,
as Schlesinger and so many others have noted so often that it has
almost become a cliché, the United States lost the guiding beacon
of the Cold War— opposition to the expansion of Soviet influence
was so widely regarded as a vital national interest that it provided
a default position for American policymakers that usually pre-
vailed in the absence of a powerful case to the contrary. Not only
are the links between core American interests and the outcomes
of post—Cold War conflicts such as those in Haiti, Somalia, Bosnia,
Rwanda, and Kosovo harder to establish, but it may not be easy
even to agree on the indicators of success or failure of military in-
tervention in such conflicts.

Some post—Cold War elections might offer additional grounds
for supporting Schlesinger’s analysis. The 1994 midterm elections
provided the Republicans with majorities in both the Senate and
House for the first time in forty-two years. The Republican Con-
tract with America included several provisions with isolationist
and unilateralist overtones. Moreover, the presidential candida-
cies of Patrick Buchanan and H. Ross Perot, while ultimately fail-
ing to gain either the Republican nomination or the White House,
represented nontrivial alternative conceptions of the general U.S.
role in international affairs as well as of preferences on such spe-
cific issues as trade and protectionism, alliance commitments,
immigration policy, peacekeeping missions, and the like. Despite
the results of the 1992 and 1996 elections, these candidacies did
not represent the final acts of semi-isolationist and unilateralist
challenge within either major political party. Ralph Nader’s 2000
independent presidential campaign, like those of Buchanan and
Perot, was grounded in a critique of globalization and especially
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in the consequences of trade liberalization. And, as will be noted
later in this chapter, George W. Bush’s successful 2000 presiden-
tial campaign staked out a foreign policy position with more than
a few unilateralist overtones.

Although generational theses have rarely provided wholly per-
suasive explanations of continuity and change in foreign policy, the
1990s in fact witnessed a major change at the leadership level that
might plausibly be linked to ways of thinking about international
affairs. The defeats of George H. W. Bush and Bob Dole in the 1992
and 1996 elections represented the last hurrah of a generation that
came to adulthood during World War I1, a conflict in which both
Bush and Dole served with valor. Indeed, until Bill Clinton’s inau-
guration, all post-World War presidents save Ronald Reagan had
combat experience. In contrast, many leaders in Washington, in-
cluding former President Clinton, President George W. Bush, Vice
President Richard Cheney, and former Senate Minority Leader
Trent Lott, share an important common experience —extraordi-
nary efforts to avoid military service in Vietnam. Although several
leading senators in both parties served in that conflict, unless John
Kerry or Wesley Clark wins the 2004 Democratic nomination, John
McCain and Al Gore, both unsuccessful presidential candidates
in 2000, may turn out to have been the last serious contenders for
the White House who saw active duty in Vietnam.

But the case for a fundamental post—Cold War change in Amer-
ican orientations toward world affairs is not entirely compelling
because there are also some reasons to suspect that continuity has
not fully given way to change during recent years. As figure 3.1 re-
veals, surveys of the general public reveal that a substantial major-
ity of Americans continue to support an “active role in world af-
fairs,” a point acknowledged by Schlesinger but dismissed as little
more than lip service to “euphonious generalities in support of in-
ternationalism” because of declining public enthusiasm for some
more specific international goals (A. Schlesinger 1995,7). Nor have
opinion leaders, the most internationalist stratum of American so-
ciety for many decades, shown much inclination to abandon their
views in this respect. Eight Chicago Council on Foreign Relations
(CCFR) and six Foreign Policy Leadership Project (FPLP) surveys
of American opinion leaders, spanning the Cold War and post—
Cold War eras (1974—2002), do not offer much evidence that lead-
ers’ internationalist impulses collapsed in tandem with the ebbing
Soviet threat.

More detailed studies, drawing on evidence from the late 1980s
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and 1990s, have generally found that even the startling events
marking the end of the Cold War, culminating in disintegration of
the USSR, did not give rise to equally dramatic changes in public
opinion. Appraisals of quite specific aspects of foreign affairs—for
example, the perceived level of threat from the Soviet Union—
may have changed to reflect international realities, but the basic
structures of attitudes toward foreign affairs proved quite resist-
ant to change (Murray 1996). If the spectacular developments of
1989—91 did not yield substantial changes in foreign policy orien-
tations, are there compelling reasons to believe that such changes
subsequently have occurred? For example, several acute observers
of the American political arena noted in the early 1980s that the
formulation of American foreign policy had become increasingly
marked by strident partisan and ideological bickering (Destler,
Gelb, and Lake 1984). There is little evidence that the end of the
Cold War or events of the post—-Cold War period—including the
military campaign to remove the Saddam Hussein regime in
Iraq—have softened, much less bridged, these partisan and ideo-
logical cleavages (see tables 5.2-5.7). More specifically, it is not
wholly clear that recent years have witnessed the emergence of a
bipartisan post—-Cold War consensus favoring either isolationism
or unilateralism.

Finally, is it possible that the attacks of September 11, 2001,
have created a new internationalist foreign policy consensus
in which international terrorists and terrorist organizations will
play the same role that the Axis powers did during World War 11
and the Soviet Union did during the Cold War? Has the enormity
of the attacks convinced a vast majority of American policymak-
ers, opinion leaders, and the general public that the path to suc-
cess against terrorism must entail consultation, collaboration, and
cooperation with other countries on a scale not seen since the
height of the Cold War, when the United States played a key role
in formation of the United Nations and the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO), the Marshall Plan for economic recon-
struction of Europe, and resistance to aggression in Korea? Al-
ternatively, have these attacks persuaded significant segments of
the public that an America with fewer international entangle-
ments will also be a less inviting target for violently disaffected
terrorist groups—what one analyst has called “blowback” (John-
son 2000)? The recency of the attacks suggests considerable cau-
tion in projections about their long-run consequences, but at least
some preliminary observations are possible.
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There are two key terms in Schlesinger’s lament about U.S. for-
eign policy. Isolationism refers to policies that seek to limit or re-
duce the country’s international engagements to the extent that it
is possible to do so. Admonitions by George Washington and
Thomas Jefferson to shun permanent entangling alliances were
efforts to protect the weak, young nation from dangerous em-
broilments in Europe’s frequent wars. Unilateralism, which may
or may not be a part of an isolationist stance, attempts to engage
the world with as few constraints as possible from norms, treaties,
agreements, international organizations, and other countries. Its
proponents point to the ability to pursue self-defined national in-
terests, undiluted by the need to compromise, and the preserva-
tion of the country’s sovereign prerogatives as its primary virtues.
Flexibility and the ability to act with speed are touted as addi-
tional benefits of unilateralism.

A preference for unilateralism may be part of an effort to re-
duce engagement abroad, as it was during the 1920s and 1930s,
when the United States failed to ratify the Treaty of Versailles, tor-
pedoed the London International Economic Conference of 1933,
and adopted various types of “neutrality legislation” to prevent the
country from being drawn into conflicts abroad in ways that it al-
legedly had been in 1917. But unilateralism may also characterize
the policies of a nation that is highly engaged with the world across
virtually all issue areas—that is, one that has clearly rejected the
isolationist path. In this case, unilateralism takes the form of a
country using its power to impose its rules of engagement when-
ever there is a possibility that treaties, agreements, norms, or inter-
national organizations might require consultation, cooperation, or
compromise with others; might impinge on a broad definition of
sovereignty; or might in other ways limit the country’s freedom of
action. American exceptionalism lies at the heart of many briefs on
behalf of the unilateral path to coping with global issues. Accord-
ing to its advocates, multilateralism and its attending constraints
may be necessary for the weak, who can pursue their vital interests
only in conjunction with allies and for whom treaties, agreements,
and international organizations provide a rational way to impose
some limits on the powerful. But there is no reason for the power-
ful—and certainly not for a superpower—to accept that logic be-
cause, like F Scott Fitzgerald’s description of the rich, they are dif-
ferent. Indeed, the overarching goal, as one analyst points out, is to
“invoke America’s global mission to limit the prerogatives of other
nations but not the United States” (Judis 2003, 22).
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Post—Cold War America is not lacking in articulate voices for
greatly reduced engagement abroad and their primary arguments
are not unlike those of their ideological brethren in earlier eras. A
central theme is that the welfare of the United States and its dem-
ocratic institutions are at an unreasonable — perhaps even fatal —
risk as a result of excessive entanglements with the rest of the
world, whether because the country will be swamped by floods of
immigrants seeking better economic opportunities or because
American meddling in conflicts that have only a marginal rela-
tionship to vital national interests breeds resentment and invites
attacks (Buchanan 2002; Schwarz and Layne 2002). Neoisolation-
ists have cited the events of September 11 as dramatic proof that
such fears are well founded. These arguments notwithstanding,
the proponents of isolationism are still on the margins rather than
at the core of contemporary political debates within either of the
two major political parties. For this reason, the remainder of this
discussion will focus on the issue of unilateralism, with only sec-
ondary attention to isolationism.

This chapter addresses these issues in three stages. The first sec-
tion examines the policy proclivities of the George W. Bush ad-
ministration, both before and after the 2001 terrorist attacks. That
survey must necessarily summarize major trends rather than un-
dertake detailed descriptions of all aspects of foreign and defense
policy. The next section analyzes the views of opinion leaders.
There is ample evidence that, compared to the general public,
leaders have typically been more inclined to support internation-
alist and multilateralist policies across a fairly wide range of is-
sues. Any recent change in this respect would therefore provide
especially telling support for the Schlesinger thesis. Surveys con-
ducted by the CCFR and the FPLP provide the bulk of the evi-
dence about opinion leaders. The third section assesses the views
of the general public as revealed in surveys conducted by Gallup,
the CCFR, the Pew Research Center for the People and the Press,
the Program on International Policy Attitudes (PIPA) at the Uni-
versity of Maryland, and others.

Bush Administration Foreign and Defense Policies

The George W. Bush administration came to office following the
closest and most controversial presidential election since 1876.
During the electoral campaign, members of the Bush team as-
serted that they would present a dramatically different orientation
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toward world affairs than that of the outgoing Clinton admini-
stration. The Bush administration’s goals, strategies, and tactics
would be characterized by a “hardheaded realism” that placed
core national interests ahead of such vague and elusive goals as
“pation building,” “peacekeeping,” and what one critic described
derisively as “international social work” worthy of Mother Teresa
but not of the world’s only superpower (Mandelbaum 1996). In
one of the televised presidential debates, candidate Bush ex-
pressed the need for the United States to be humble rather than
arrogant in exercising its global leadership, but it was also clear
that U.S. interests would be self-defined rather than compromised
or diluted by any perceived need to accommodate allies, interna-
tional agreements, or international institutions, much less anything
as vague as “world opinion.” For example, shortly before the elec-
tion, Condoleezza Rice, a key member of the Bush foreign policy
team who would subsequently be named National Security Ad-
viser, asserted that U.S. peacekeeping troops in parts of the former
Yugoslavia would be withdrawn should Bush be elected. Such
rhetoric is of course not always a reliable guide to the policies of a
new administration, a point amply demonstrated by candidate Bill
Clinton’s attacks on the policies of incumbent President George
H. W. Bush in 1992; after denouncing Bush’s actions with respect
to refugees from Haiti, the civil war in Bosnia, and most-favored-
nation trade status for China, Clinton subsequently adopted poli-
cies that varied only slightly from those of his predecessor.

Thus, two questions remain. Was the pattern described by for-
mer Secretary of State Warren Christopher as the “anti-prede-
cessor syndrome” (2002, 4) repeated in the transition between
Clinton and his successor? How did the events of September 11
affect the foreign and defense policy orientations of the present
administration?

President Bush and his advisers did not invariably follow the
path favored by the most vocal isolationists and unilateralists, in-
cluding former Senate Foreign Relations Committee Chair Jesse
Helms; journalist-presidential candidate Patrick Buchanan; syndi-
cated columnists Charles Krauthammer, George Will, and William
Safire; many libertarians; and others who argued that the end of
the Cold War at last freed the United States from having to waste
its resources supporting ungrateful allies, the United Nations,
NATO, and other such Cold War relics. Most notably, the new ad-
ministration accepted some key aspects of globalization that had
been championed by the previous Bush and Clinton administra-
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tions, including trade liberalization and permanent normal trade
status for China. Bush’s administration also rejected the xenopho-
bic anti-immigrant policies favored by many Republicans, includ-
ing Buchanan and former California Governor Pete Wilson.

These points aside, the Bush administration also undertook
some major steps that put it at odds with most of America’s clos-
est allies. Among the most visible actions was a firm commitment
to deploying a national missile defense system even in advance of
tests that would demonstrate its technical feasibility. To critics
who argued that the missile defense system would require with-
drawal from one of the foundations of the Cold War arms control
regime, the Antiballistic Missile Treaty, Secretary of Defense
Donald Rumsfeld and others argued that international condi-
tions had changed fundamentally since the agreement was signed
in 1972, that the other party to it had ceased to exist with the
disintegration of the USSR, and, most importantly, that the ad-
ministration would not permit any treaty to stand in the way of a
program that would, in the Bush advisers’ view, materially en-
hance the country’s security.

Of the other major unilateralist steps, withdrawal from the
Kyoto Protocol on global warming drew strong criticism from
America’s allies, most of whom were among the 178 countries that
had reached agreement on the issue in July 2001. Because the
United States is the major source of such suspected causes of
global warming as carbon dioxide emissions, the American with-
drawal represented a significant setback on efforts to deal with the
issue. In reply, administration critics of the Kyoto Protocol raised
questions about whether there really is a global warming problem,
whether human-created emissions are among its major sources,
and whether it is just to impose less demanding requirements on
such developing countries as India and China. Most importantly,
Bush made clear his unwillingness to accept an agreement that
might impose any costs on the U.S. economy. Although the Kyoto
Protocol would have faced a steep uphill battle in the Senate, the
administration also reneged on its campaign promise to work to-
ward a modified agreement that might accommodate major U.S.
reservations. To underscore its position, the administration did not
take part in negotiations in Marrakech, Morocco, in 2001 to revive
the accord by finding common ground (Joyner 2003). A report
from the Environmental Protection Agency that had been re-
viewed by other agencies concluded that human-created emis-
sions were major sources of global warming. Submitted to the
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United Nations in June 2002, the report outlined the ways in
which the United States would be changed, mostly for the worse,
as a result of such emissions. Nevertheless, the administration re-
iterated its opposition to the Kyoto Protocol and asserted that it
would be better to adapt to the negative consequences of global
warming than to take actions to prevent or mitigate it. When
asked about the global warming study produced by his adminis-
tration, the president scornfully replied, “I have read the report
put out by the bureaucracy” (Seeyle 2002, A19). With the 2002
Canadian ratification of the Kyoto Protocol, it was only one nation
shy of becoming law in more than one hundred countries. The
heart of the agreement, an emissions trading system closely re-
sembling the original U.S. proposal, is set to begin on a full scale
in 2005 (Pohl 2003).

In May 2002 the administration announced that it was with-
drawing all support for the International Criminal Court (ICC),
which since July of that year has had jurisdiction over charges of
genocide, crimes against humanity, and war crimes. The Clinton
administration had signed the ICC Treaty during the president’s
final month in office, although officials were aware that the treaty
had little chance of obtaining Senate approval. The United States
would refuse to provide any information that might be used to
bring a case against any individuals even though the 1969 Vienna
Convention on the Law of Treaties requires states not to take
steps to undermine treaties that they sign. The ICC has strong
support from most U.S. allies, especially Canada, which played a
leading role in the court’s creation. Bush administration oppo-
nents assert that the ICC would hamper the war on terrorism be-
cause it might be used to undertake politically motivated prose-
cutions of American officials and military personnel. According
to Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld, “By putting U.S. men and
women in uniform at risk of politicized prosecutions,” the ICC
“could well create a powerful disincentive for U.S. military en-
gagement in the world” (Lewis 2002, Ag). The U.S. position is
thus that it has the right to try others’ military personnel without
ceding that right to any international body." To derail the ICC,
the Bush administration threatened to veto continuation of
United Nations operations in Bosnia in July 2002 and left open
the possibility that it would veto all United Nations peacekeep-
ing operations. A last-minute compromise effectively provided
American peacekeeping personnel a one-year exemption from
prosecution by the ICC. The Security Council renewed the ex-
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emption for another year by a 12-0 vote —France, Germany, and
Syria abstained—on July 12. Furthermore, the administration,
with strong congressional support, notified all signatories to the
treaty except for NATO members, Israel, and a very few others
that they would lose all military assistance unless they signed bi-
lateral agreements exempting all American personnel from the
jurisdiction of the new court. Legislation signed in 2002 prohibits
American cooperation with the ICC and authorizes the president
to use any necessary means to free covered persons held by or on
behalf of the court (Joyner 2003). The United States has taken
this position in spite of the fact that the ICC’s jurisdiction is se-
verely circumscribed: it may act only in cases of suspected geno-
cide or crimes against humanity and even then only if the ac-
cused’s government fails to bring the person to trial within its
legal system. According to military analyst Andrew Bacevich
(2002), a retired U.S. Army colonel with experience in peace-
keeping operations, the effort to drive a single stake simultane-
ously through the heart of the ICC and peacekeeping operations
was motivated largely by a desire to placate the “nationalist
right,” whose members have consistently and vocally expressed
their opposition to any use of the military for purposes other
than war fighting and for whom any treaty that binds the United
States is anathema.

The Bush administration has also opposed international ef-
forts to cope with other issues that cross national frontiers. “Off-
shore” banking has become a major industry for several mini-
states, including the Cayman Islands. These countries permit
nonresidents to open unregistered accounts that offer confiden-
tiality and lie outside the purview of tax and other officials.
Shortly after the Bush administration came to office in 2001, Sec-
retary of the Treasury Paul O’Neill testified before the Senate
that the United States would oppose any international efforts to
monitor these banking activities, although there were strong rea-
sons to suspect that many of the accounts served as tax-avoid-
ance havens and vehicles for money laundering by drug dealers
and other illicit activities. The stated reason was that by easing tax
collection from those with such accounts, monitoring was a form
of tax increase. The Cayman Islands alone boasted more than a
million offshore accounts and businesses, fewer than 1 percent of
which were disclosed and legal, resulting in estimated U.S. losses
of seventy billion dollars per year in taxes (Johnston 2001, A1). It
was later revealed that the Houston-based energy firm Enron
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had some nine hundred accounts in the Caymans. Although the
United States belatedly took steps to stop banking activities by
suspected terrorist organizations, including “charities” that may
be covers for terrorist fund-raising, there has been no serious U.S.
attempt to revive international efforts toward comprehensive
regulation of offshore banking (Thachuk 2002).

Another example illustrates the administration’s propensity
for putting the parochial interests of favored domestic interest
groups ahead of international cooperation. The Small-Arms Con-
trol Pact is intended to slow the flow of small arms and assault
weapons, mostly to Third World nations, where such weapons are
responsible for about a half million deaths annually, more than 70
percent of them women and children. The agreement would not
infringe on Americans’ right to acquire and bear arms, but stri-
dent opposition from Attorney General John Ashcroft and the
National Rifle Association, whose leaders have been quite vocal
in reminding the president that their members put him into the
White House in the tightly contested 2000 election, guaranteed
that the United States would oppose the measure. In his address
to the plenary session of the Small-Arms conference, Undersec-
retary of State John R. Bolton not only criticized the draft pro-
gram of action but also asserted, “Neither will we, at this time,
commit to beginning negotiations and reach agreement on any
legally binding instrument” (2001, 3). The United States, the only
member of the General Assembly to oppose the United Nations
Agreement to Curb the International Flow of Illicit Small Arms,
is the leading exporter of such weapons, with sales of about $1.2
billion in 1998. U.S. opposition also provides a convenient cover
for international sales by Russian and Chinese arms producers.

Additional examples of the Bush administration’s determina-
tion not be bound by multilateral agreements, especially those
that might be opposed by significant domestic constituents, in-
clude the following (Joyner 2003):

Elimination of the minuscule funding (thirty-four million
dollars) for the United Nations Population Fund, much
to the delight of U.S. antiabortion groups, although inde-
pendent investigations have demonstrated the falsity of
the claim that such funds are used for abortions in China.

Opposition to the Convention on Rights of the Child, an
agreement to which, among United Nations members,
only the United States and Somalia are not parties.
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Opposition to the Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty.

Refusal to become party to the Land Mines Convention.

Refusal to strengthen the 1972 Biological and Toxic
Weapons Convention, to which the United States is al-
ready a party.

Finally, the president’s September 2002 approval of the Na-
tional Security Strategy doctrine is the most important example
of American exceptionalism. Existing rights to preemptive self-
defense require that the threat must be imminent, immediate, or
overwhelming. Instead, the National Security Strategy permits
the administration to undertake a preventive war if it believes
that at some future time another government might strike the
United States. The administration presumably would be loathe to
extend a similar right to other states —for example, India or Pak-
istan—even if they could also claim, with some justification, that
they face a potential threat (Byers 2003). Indeed, India and Pak-
istan have inflicted far more casualties upon each other than the
United States suffered on September 11.

The 2001 terrorist attacks energized the Bush administration
to form an international coalition to destroy Osama bin Laden’s
al Qaeda organization, which was responsible for the attacks on
New York and Washington, and to uproot the Taliban regime in
Afghanistan that provided a haven for al Qaeda. Many NATO al-
lies provided vital help ranging from special forces personnel de-
ployed in combat and peacekeeping missions in Afghanistan to
intelligence about al Qaeda, an organization whose trained mem-
bers are believed to reside in scores of nations. Indeed, for the
first time in its history, NATO invoked Article V —the provision
that an attack on one is an attack on all. In addition, a number of
countries near or adjoining Afghanistan—Pakistan, Russia, sev-
eral other republics of the former Soviet Union, and China— of-
fered valuable assistance, including intelligence, bases and stag-
ing areas for U.S. and other military personnel, and overflight
rights. In short, the logic of events and geographic realities left
the Bush administration little choice but to eschew unilateralism
in favor of a multilateral approach. Indeed, the president made it
clear that others had an obligation to assist in the war against ter-
rorists. In this sense, he was correct when he denied at a news
conference that his was a unilateralist administration: “I asked
them for help, didn’t 1?”

But if multilateralism means more than demanding help from
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allies—as the president stated repeatedly, “You are either with
us or with the terrorists” —then the tenor of the administration’s
approach to foreign affairs is less clear. If multilateralism also
implies a habit of taking seriously the vital interests of allies and
of being prepared to offer quid pro quos in appropriate circum-
stances, then it is not clear that the terrorist attacks led the pres-
ident and his key advisers to experience an epiphany similar to
that Senator Arthur Vandenberg experienced when he learned
of the attack on Pearl Harbor six decades earlier. Although an
administration cannot be held accountable for the rhetoric of its
most ardent cheerleaders in the media and elsewhere, the fol-
low-up to the events of September 11 has confirmed for them
not only that the United States is the world’s only superpower
but also that it best serves its own interests by severing any con-
straints that might be imposed by acting in cooperation with less
red-blooded allies. Two months prior to the terrorist attacks, in
one of his more restrained essays on that theme, syndicated
columnist Charles Krauthammer, a staunch proponent of a uni-
lateral approach to foreign affairs since the end of the Cold War,
wrote,

After eight years during which foreign policy success was
largely measured by the number of treaties the president
could sign and the number of summits he could attend, we
now have an administration willing to assert American free-
dom of action and the primacy of American national inter-
ests. Rather than contain American power within a vast web
of constraining international agreements, the new unilateral-
ism seeks to strengthen American power and unashamedly
deploy it on behalf of self-defined global ends. Ends such as
a defense against ballistic missiles. . . . And the most flam-
boyant demonstration of the new unilateralism was Bush’s
out-of-hand rejection of the Kyoto Protocol on global warm-
ing, a refreshing assertion of unwillingness to be a party to
farce, no matter how multilateral. . ..

An unprecedented dominant United States, however, is
in the unique position of being able to fashion its own for-
eign policy. After a decade of Prometheus playing pygmy,
the first task of the new administration is precisely to re-
assert American freedom of action. . . .

The new unilateralism recognizes the uniqueness of the
unipolar world we now inhabit and thus marks the real
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beginning of American post-Cold War foreign policy.
(2001, A29)

The terrorist attacks and the debates about how best to deal with
the Saddam Hussein regime only increased the vehemence of his
insistence that the United States pursue its interests on a “go it
alone” basis, untrammeled by the interests or preferences of oth-
ers. Similar assessments and prescriptions have emerged con-
sistently from others who count themselves among the adminis-
tration’s strongest supporters, including William Safire, George
Will, the editorial pages of the Wall Street Journal, Weekly Stan-
dard, and Fox News.

In its pronouncements and actions, the Bush administration—
particularly Secretary of State Colin Powell—has often been
somewhat more measured in its language, but little evidence indi-
cates that Washington has accorded much weight to allies’ views.
Simply parading foreign leaders to the White House or to the pres-
ident’s ranch in Texas is not a compelling indicator of multilateral-
ist impulses. As a former European specialist on the National Se-
curity Council, Ivo Daalder, put it, “The notion that you can just act
in the way you did 25 years ago—which is that we’ll assert our
leadership and expect others to follow —just doesn’t play anymore.
[Multilateralism] has nothing to do with whether you’re willing to
talk to people. It’s whether you are willing to take their views into
account” (Brunt 2001, A10). The events of September 11 are not
likely to alter that reality permanently, nor have they apparently
had an impact on many aspects of U.S. foreign policy. For example,
there are no indications of any second thoughts about the issues
previously described briefly: national missile defense, environmen-
tal issues, the ICC, or small-arms trafficking. Even the evidence
that al Qaeda owes some of its success to its ability to move its as-
sets around in various shadowy banking institutions has not given
rise to new American interest in comprehensive international ef-
forts to pierce the veil of secrecy offered by offshore banks.

The second Bush administration has also been quite insensi-
tive to the domestic political needs of allied leaders, most of whom
are accountable to parliaments and electorates. Rhetoric from the
president and his economic advisers has consistently supported
steps toward liberalizing world trade, but post-September 11 ac-
tions have often followed a rather different path. In response to
demands from the domestic steel industry, in 2002 the admini-
stration imposed harsh tariffs ranging from 8 to 30 percent on
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imported steel. The tariff increases were subsequently rescinded
on a few steel products, but not enough to mitigate their negative
impact on some of America’s closest allies not only during the
Cold War but also in the current campaign against terrorists, in-
cluding members of the European Union, Japan, Brazil, South
Korea, and Russia. In March 2003, the World Trade Organization
ruled that the steel tariffs were illegal, but the United States as-
serted that it would appeal the decision (Becker 2003). When
faced with European Union and Japanese threats to retaliate
against U.S. goods from such key electoral states as Florida and
Michigan, the Bush administration lifted the steel tariffs on De-
cember 3, 2003.

Twenty-seven percent duties on softwood lumber imports
were targeted at Canada, costing some twenty thousand workers
in British Columbia their jobs. In percentage terms, this is equiv-
alent to the loss of two hundred thousand U.S. jobs. On May 27,
2003, a World Trade Organization panel sided with Canada on
the issue, but that isn’t likely to be the end of it. Similarly, the
huge subsidies in the 2002 U.S. farm bill—another instance in
which President Bush’s free-market rhetoric as well as pledges
made at the international economic conference in Doha, Qatar in
2001, gave way to partisan electoral calculations—will almost
surely ruin many Canadian farmers. According to a Canadian
foreign policy analyst, the grassroots view north of the U.S. bor-
der is that whatever the rhetoric coming out of the Oval Office,
its occupant “doesn’t hesitate to knife ‘allies and best friends’ in
the back if it placates the American right wing,” a view echoed by
a member of the Canadian Parliament who stated, “The Ameri-
cans have forgotten who their friends are” (private communica-
tion, May 2002; Simon 2002, A14).

Although Pervez Musharraf’s government in Pakistan has
taken considerable domestic risks in assisting U.S. efforts to com-
bat the Taliban and al Qaeda, the United States has made no
moves to lift American duties on Pakistani textile exports. Pow-
erful domestic political concerns led to each of these actions; for
example, the steel industry in Ohio, Pennsylvania, and West Vir-
ginia—three key electoral swing states—will reap handsome re-
wards from the stiff tariffs on steel imports, while many other
industries, such as automobile manufacturers, and all U.S. con-
sumers will bear the costs. These are certainly not the first or last
times that trade policy has been driven by perceived domestic po-



Public Opinion and American Foreign Policy, Revised Edition
Ole R. Holsti
http://lwww.press.umich.edultitleDetailDesc.do?id=6750

The University of Michigan Press, 2004

A Return to Isolationism and Unilateralism? 257

litical concerns, but even the Clinton administration, often ac-
cused of being excessively driven by electoral considerations, re-
fused to meet the steel industry’s demands.

U.S. pressures in 2003 on Turkey, a loyal NATO ally in con-
flicts spanning a half century since the Korean War, to permit
stationing a large military force that would attack Iraq from the
north provides a final case of insensitivity to the political inter-
ests of other countries. Sizable Kurdish populations live in both
southern Turkey and northern Iraq, and for many years the
Turkish government endured a bloody civil war with its Kurdish
minority. Moreover, Kurds in northern Iraq made it clear that
they would oppose with force any Turkish military involvement
in the campaign to topple Saddam Hussein. Despite U.S. use of
carrots (a huge aid and loan package) and sticks (threats to with-
draw support for such major Turkish goals as entry into the Eu-
ropean Union), Turkey’s democratically elected parliament nar-
rowly rejected the U.S. demands. Washington made it clear that
Ankara would pay a price for this decision even though it was
quite predictable that the northern invasion would have little
impact on the outcome of the war because Iraq’s third-rate mil-
itary forces would be quickly routed by the invasion from Ku-
wait. In effect, the United States was demanding that the Ankara
government commit an act of political self-immolation because
its refusal to cave in to American demands faithfully reflected
the Turkish public’s overwhelming opposition (83 percent) to al-
lowing the United States and its allies to use bases in Turkey for
military action against Iraq (Pew 2002d, 3). Turkey’s decision
may well have spared the country from a renewal of its civil war,
and its unwillingness to become a participant in the war also
contributed to the relative postwar stability in Kurdish areas of
Iraq that compared favorably to the chaos in Baghdad and other
parts of Iraqg.

In summary, the evidence suggests that Schlesinger’s fears of
an American reversion to unilateralism were not wholly off the
mark. Although he was writing in the mid-1990s, when neither
the accession of George W. Bush to the presidency in 2001 nor
the terrorist attack nine months later could have been foreseen,
subsequent events have provided at least some support for his
lament. It remains to be seen whether the views of American
opinion leaders and the general public have been a driving force
behind or at least a willing supporter of the new unilateralism.
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American Opinion Leaders

As discussed in chapter 4, opinion leaders have been more inter-
nationalist than the general public, with respect both to general
foreign policy orientation and to more specific undertakings.
Furthermore, several students of public opinion have emphasized
the important differences between unilateral and multilateral ap-
proaches to world affairs. Consequently, these analysts have criti-
cized some analytic schemes on the grounds that they have been
insufficiently sensitive to the distinction between those who would
seek to gain international goals through multilateral efforts in
conjunction with allies and through international institutions, on
the one hand, and, on the other, those who prefer that the United
States pursue its interests unilaterally, unfettered by the need to
consult, coordinate policies, and compromise with other countries.

To gain some insight about the extent to which the end of the
Cold War has given rise to unilateral preferences among opinion
leaders, this section initially examines some data from the 1996
FPLP survey. The analysis then turns to results from the 2002
CCFR poll with a view to assessing the impact of the terrorist at-
tacks of the previous year.

Ten questions in the 1996 FPLP survey were used to construct
a unilateral/multilateral scale. Listed in table 6.1, these items ad-
dress several aspects of this dimension. Two general questions
focus on the most appropriate U.S. foreign policy orientation and
the best ways to deter aggression. Other questions address several
“hot button” issues at the core of debates among proponents and
opponents of multilateralism, including the role of the United
Nations, the appropriate circumstances for American participa-
tion in peacekeeping missions abroad, under whose command
U.S. troops in such undertakings should be permitted to serve, and
the wisdom of ceding some aspects of sovereignty to strengthen
the United Nations and other international organizations. The ten
items form a reliable scale with an alpha coefficient of .81, well in
excess of the conventional standard of .70.

Two of the questions elicited very limited support for a muiti-
lateral approach to world affairs. A mere one opinion leader in five
judged that strengthening the United Nations and international
organizations provided a “very effective” approach to peace, and
only about one-third of the respondents agreed that the United
States and other countries should “cede some of their sovereignty
to strengthen the power of the United Nations.”
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In contrast to these very skeptical views of international organ-
izations, the remaining eight questions brought forth responses
that ranged from moderate to exceptionally strong support for a
multilateral approach to contemporary world affairs. The general
proposition that “countries will have to act together to deter and
resist aggression” gained the approval of go percent of the opinion
leaders. Contrary to the opinions of those who regard NATO as a
Cold War relic that has outlived its original purpose of deterring
the USSR in Europe, the alliance continued to maintain strong
support: an overwhelming 85 percent of those surveyed agreed
that the United States should contribute troops to NATO peace-
keeping missions. Despite the critical assessments of international
organizations, an overwhelming majority of opinion leaders also

TABLE 6.1. Unilateralism/Multilateralism Scale: 1996 FPLP Survey of
American Opinion Leaders

All
Reported  Respondents (%)
Response (N = 2,141)

U.S. armed forces should be used in response

to requests from the United Nations for

peacekeeping forces Agree 75
U.S. armed forces should be used in response

to requests from NATO for peacekeeping

forces Agree 85
Strengthening the United Nations and other in-

ternational organizations [as an approach to Very

peace] effective 20

If interests compel the U.S. to intervene mili-
tarily, it should be undertaken as part of a

multilateral operation Agree 80
Unilaterally reducing the U.S. share of contribu-

tions to the UN budget Agree 39
Increasingly countries will have to act together

to deter and resist aggression Agree 90
What we need is a new foreign policy that puts

America first, second, and third as well Agree 30

The time is ripe for the U.S. and other coun-
tries to cede some of their sovereignty to
strengthen the power of the UN and other

international organizations Agree 34
The U.S. [should] accept a commander ap-

pointed by the United Nations when U.S. Should

troops take part accept 54
The U.S. [should] accept a commander ap-

pointed by NATO when U.S. troops take Should

part accept 68

Correlations: Range = .10 t0 .62, mean = .30; Alpha = .81.
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agreed that the United States should contribute peacekeeping
forces in response to United Nations requests. In light of the
hammering that the United Nations occasionally took from the
Clinton administration and more frequently has received from
the Republican leadership, as well as the myth that the UN
secretary-general ordered U.S. troops into a firefight that killed
eighteen Americans in Somalia, it may seem somewhat surprising
that a majority of the respondents (54 percent) expressed a will-
ingness to have American military personnel serve under a UN-
appointed commander in peacekeeping undertakings.

As a partial test of its utility, the unilateral/multilateral scale
can be combined with the scales on the two types of internation-
alism—militant and cooperative —originally developed by Eu-
gene R. Wittkopf (1990). Doing so creates a classification scheme
of eight types: that is, each of the four MI/CI groups (hard-liners,
isolationists, accommodationists, and internationalists) would be
further divided into unilateralist and multilateralist subgroups.
Unless it can be shown, however, that this further subdivision en-
hances our insight into thinking about international affairs, the
value of doing so is rather limited. Evidence from the 1996 FPLP
survey in fact supports the value of a distinction between prefer-
ences for unilateralism or multilateralism. This point may be il-
lustrated by a cluster of items, presented in table 4.6, asking re-
spondents to appraise the effectiveness of various approaches to
world peace. As table 6.2 indicates, the further division of the
four MI/CI does reveal consistently significant differences. For
example, within the internationalist group (those who support
both militant and cooperative internationalism), the multilateral-
ists were consistently more inclined than the unilateralists to rate
as “very effective” approaches that require acting in conjunction
with other countries—arms control, trade, international organi-
zations, international communication, collective security, nar-
rowing the rich nation—poor nation gap, and so forth—while ex-
pressing less support for such unilateral measures as military
superiority. Similar patterns of differences can be discerned be-
tween the unilateralist and multilateralist variants within the
hard-liners, isolationists, and accommodationists.

Finally, responses to the ten-item scale may be used to describe
the distribution of opinion leaders on the multilateral/unilateral
scale as well as to assess how preferences for each of these ap-
proaches are linked to other political beliefs and to partisan and
ideological self-descriptions. The scale was divided into four equal
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intervals, one endpoint of which was defined as multilateralist re-
sponses to each of the ten items and the other defined as unilater-
alist responses to all of them. As table 6.3 reveals, the 2,141 opin-
ion leaders who took part in the survey were predominantly on the
multilateral side of the scale. More specifically, they were distrib-
uted among the four categories as follows: 31.7 percent strong mul-
tilateralists, 41.3 percent moderate multilateralists, 21.4 percent
moderate unilateralists, and 5.7 percent strong unilateralists.

Further analysis also reveals strong links between preferences
for multilateral or unilateral approaches to foreign affairs and
other political beliefs. The figures in table 6.2 suggested that the
multilateral/unilateral scale can usefully be combined with the
MI/CI scheme to provide eight distinct ways of thinking about
foreign affairs, but there are also clear links between them. For
example, unilateralists are also predominantly hard-liners and
isolationists, whereas multilateralists are more likely to be either
internationalists or accommodationists. Multivariate analyses re-
veal, however, that the unilateral/multilateral and MI/CI scales
are sufficiently different that both make an independent contri-
bution to responses, not only to the questions summarized in
table 6.2 but also to a much broader range of other foreign and
defense policy issues.

Similarly strong links exist between the multilateral/unilateral
scale and a domestic issues classification scheme described in
chapter 4. As one moves from the most multilateral to the most
unilateral categories, the number of conservatives rises and the
number of liberals falls. The smaller libertarian and populist
groups are more evenly divided in their placement on the multi-
lateral/unilateral scale. In light of these strong relationships, it
does not come as a surprise that strong relationships also exist
between multilateral or unilateral policy preferences and party
identification and self-placement on a standard ideology scale.
Unilateralists are predominantly Republicans and conservatives,
Democrats and liberals tend to support multilateralism, and inde-
pendents constitute about one-fifth to one-quarter of the opinion
leaders in each category. But these four categories do not include
equal numbers of opinion leaders. Thus, while the 121 strong uni-
lateralists are overwhelmingly Republican (72 percent), they are
outnumbered by the members of the GOP who constitute 36 per-
cent of the moderate multilateralists.

These data address Schiesinger’s fears, published in 1995, that
powerful demands from opinion leaders are pushing the country
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TABLE 6.4. Unilateralism and Multilateralism: CCFR Survey of
American Opinion Leaders, 2002 (in percentages)

With respect to its commitment to NATO, the

U.S. should 1998 1994 1990
Increase it 8 7 6 3
Keep as it is now 69 64 57 35
Decrease but remain in NATO 20 25 34 57
Withdraw from NATO 3 3 3 4

In responding to international crises, do you think
the U.S. should or should not take action alone if

it does not have the support of its allies? 1998
Should act alone 40 44
Should not act alone 53 48
Not sure/decline 7 8

When the U.S. is asked to be part of a UN international peacekeeping force in a
troubled part of the world, do you think we should

Take part 79
Leave this job to other countries 12
Depends on circumstances [VOL] 8
Not sure/decline 1

There has been some discussion about whether the U.S. should use its troops to
invade Iraq and overthrow the regime of Saddam Hussein. Which of the following
positions is closest to yours?
The U.S. should not invade Iraq 26
The U.S. should invade Iraq only with
UN approval and the support of its

allies 49
The U.S. should invade Iraq even if

we have to go it alone 22
Not sure/decline 3

Do you favor or oppose the U.S. paying its UN dues in full?

Favor 87
Oppose 1
Not sure/decline 2

Do you think the U.S. should or should not participate in the following treaties and

agreements:

Kyoto agreement to reduce global warming
Should participate 63
Should not participate 35
Not sure/decline 2

The treaty that bans all use of land
mines
Should participate 74
Should not particpate 24

Not sure/decline 2
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TABLE 6.4.—Continued

The treaty that would prohibit nuclear
weapon test explosions worldwide

Should participate 82
Should not participate 17
Not sure/decline 1

The agreement to establish an Interna-
tional Criminal Court that would try
individuals for war crimes, geno-
cide, or crimes against humanity if
their own country won’t try them

Should participate 65
Should not participate 33
Not sure/decline 2

Note: The figures for 1990, 1994, and 1998 are also drawn from CCFR surveys.

toward reducing its role in world affairs and pursuing its interna-
tional interests unencumbered by allies and international institu-
tions, but the data do so only through 1996. Thus they cannot ad-
dress questions about the impact of the September 11 terrorist
attacks five years later.

Table 6.4 summarizes responses in the 2002 CCFR survey of
opinion leaders to questions that touch on unilateralism and mul-
tilateralism. The item about NATO indicates growing rather than
eroding support for that alliance. In 1990, as the Cold War was
winding down and the Soviet Union was experiencing the con-
vulsions that would lead to its disintegration a year later, more
than 60 percent of respondents to the CCFR survey favored re-
ducing the US. commitment to NATO or withdrawing alto-
gether. In contrast, twelve years later, more than three-fourths of
the opinion leaders expressed support for maintaining or in-
creasing the U.S. commitment to the alliance.

Preferences for acting in conjunction with allies rather than for
going it alone also emerged from a general question on coping
with crises and on a specific item on the use of American troops
to overthrow the Saddam Hussein regime in Iraq. With respect to
the latter undertaking, only 22 percent favored the “go it alone”
option. However, had that question been posed eight months
later, during the run-up to the attack on Iraq, the results would
probably have revealed some shift of sentiment toward the op-
tion of taking action alone or with only the support of Great
Britain.

The other items in table 6.4 provide little support for the the-
sis that multilateralist sentiments have been ebbing since the end
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of the Cold War. Support for the United Nations, whether by par-
ticipation in peacekeeping operations or by paying dues in full,
was at an impressive level. It is again likely that a similar survey
during the days prior to the invasion of Iraq would have revealed
a somewhat less sanguine view of the United Nations after Wash-
ington, unable to gain much Security Council support for de-
mands to disarm Iraq by force and to force the ouster of Saddam
Hussein, withdrew its resolution on the issue.

Finally, the 2002 CCFR survey asked opinion leaders about the
desirability of participating in treaties and agreements pertaining
to global warming, land mines, nuclear weapons testing, and the
ICC. In each case, the treaties gained approval from substantial
majorities, although about one-third of the opinion leaders op-
posed the Kyoto Protocol on global warming and the ICC—both
the targets of strident Bush administration attacks —whereas op-
position to the other two treaties fell below 25 percent.

The General Public

Have members of the general public, whose internationalist pro-
clivities typically trail those of the opinion leaders, regarded the
end of the Cold War and the outbreak of brutal local and regional
conflicts, often triggered by “failed states,” as sufficient reason to
pull back from what Schlesinger described as the “magnificent
dream” (A. Schlesinger 1995, 8) of collective security? How, if at
all, have the events of September 11 affected public attitudes to-
ward international engagement?

Figure 3.1 showed that contrary to the conventional descrip-
tion of public opinion as “volatile,” the American people have
shown a quite stable preference for an “active role” in world af-
fairs despite the fact that the six decades in question constitute a
period of unprecedented international turbulence. At the same
time, compared to leaders, the public has also shown considerable
disquiet about several aspects of internationalism. Specifically,
trade liberalization and globalization, both of which have typi-
cally garnered strong support among leaders, have engendered
less enthusiasm among the public, and the same pattern of dif-
ferences can be seen in most surveys about foreign aid, with lead-
ers expressing stronger approval for both economic and military
assistance programs (table 4.3). Similarly, the public has generally
had a more selective view of when and in defense of whom U.S,
troops should be deployed abroad (table 4.4).
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Nevertheless, there is also a good deal of evidence that those
who portray the post-Cold War mood of the American people as
isolationist and unilateralist are in fact “misreading the public”
(Kull and Destler 1999). Data from several surveys, including Pew,
Gallup, CCFR, and PIPA, yield a much more subtle and varie-
gated picture of public opinion, even before the dramatic events
of September 11. Several important generalizations emerge from
these data.

Most Americans are uneasy with such international roles as the
“world’s police force” that imply that because of its predominant
military and economic resources, the United States has the means
to impose its solutions on most international problems. Such ob-
servers as Charles Krauthammer, William Safire, and George Will
offer the unilateralist/triumphalist argument that because of the
U.S. power position, which outranks all others as far back as the
Roman empire at the height of its power, only a lack of wisdom
and courage prevents the United States from pursuing its interests
irrespective of the views of allies or adversaries. Aside from the
fact that the thesis is historically dubious—U.S. economic and mil-
itary predominance during 1945—49, when the United States pro-
duced almost half of the world’s goods and services and enjoyed
a monopoly on nuclear power, in fact exceeded that of the con-
temporary era—it has not found an especially receptive public re-
action. Most Americans prefer that the country work actively with
others, most notably with allies, to cope with the plethora of secu-
rity, humanitarian, and other issues that have surfaced in recent
decades. Burden sharing is probably the best term to describe
predominant public preferences on a wide range of international
undertakings, whereas going it alone, the essence of unilateralism,
is the much less popular path. The 2002 CCFR survey offered re-
spondents several opportunities to express their views on the
proper U.S. role in the post-9/11 world. When asked about “the
more important lesson of September 11,” 61 percent stated that it
was the U.S. “need to work more closely with other countries,”
whereas only 34 percent stated that it was the U.S. “need to act on
its own more.” Further probes reinforced these results. In connec-
tion with the U.S. status as the sole remaining superpower, 71 per-
cent of respondents asserted that “the United States should do its
share to solve international problems together with other coun-
tries,” whereas only one respondent in six preferred for the
United States to “be the preeminent leader in solving interna-
tional problems.” Finally, two-thirds of the respondents agreed
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that the United States “is playing the role of world policeman
more than it should be,” whereas about one-third disagreed.

Additional evidence on this score emerged from six Pew sur-
veys conducted between 1993 and 2001. Two of the studies took
place just days before and about five weeks after September 11
(August 25-September 5 and October 15-21). The results confirm
that an overwhelming majority of Americans prefer a “shared
leadership role” to that of the “single world leader,” both before
and after the terrorist attacks (table 6.5). The Gallup Organization
posed a similar question about preferred international roles each
year starting in 2001. Although wording of the questions and re-
sponse options differed somewhat from those in the Pew surveys,
the results were quite similar over the three-year period. Few re-
spondents in either survey expressed much interest in retrench-
ment to a minor role or in withdrawing altogether from any lead-
ership role in world affairs. Rather, majorities wanted the United
States to have a “shared leadership role” (Pew) or “a major role
but not the leadership role” (Gallup). Both studies spanned the
9/11 assaults on Washington and New York, but in neither case did
these attacks appear to have had much impact on responses. The
data in table 6.5, in short, provide further evidence that public at-
titudes are better characterized as stable rather than volatile. An-
other question in the Pew surveys asked, “How should the United
States determine its policy with regard to the war on terrorism?”
Prior to September 11, a plurality of 48 percent of respondents
preferred that the United States “strongly take into account the
interests of its allies,” whereas 38 percent stated that the policy
should be based “mostly on the national interests of the United
States.” When the same question was posed after the terrorist at-
tacks, the margin in favor of strongly considering the interests of
allies increased to almost two to one (59 to 30 percent) (Pew,
20014, I).

These findings are quite robust. A PIPA survey revealed a ma-
jority of 73 to 24 percent in favor of a multilateral approach to
the war on terrorists, even though the question specifically men-
tioned the primary objection of the unilateralists: “it would be
better not to get these countries involved, because if we did, the
operation would get bogged down by having to make decisions
together with these countries” (PIPA 2001b, 2). An earlier Los
Angeles Times poll, undertaken just days after the attacks, found
that six in ten respondents agreed that U.S. action “should only
be undertaken as part of a cooperative effort” (Richardson 2001,
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6). Support for the multilateral approach is probably sustained in
part by the belief—espoused by 75 percent of respondents to a
Pew poll—that the United States is “getting the support that we
need from our traditional allies” (Pew, 2001a).

Although the United Nations has rarely been able to achieve
the lofty goals of its founders—the few exceptions are in such
specialized areas as some programs of the World Health Organi-
zation—public support for that organization remains high. In-
deed, the CCFR surveys indicate that the general public accords
a higher degree of support than elites do for “strengthening the
United Nations” as an important foreign policy goal. A majority
of the general public believes that the United States should pay
its United Nations dues, including the large overdue payments.

TABLE 6.5. America’s Role in the World, 1993-2003 (in percentages)
A. “What kind of leadership role should the United States play in the world?”

Early
Sept. Oct. June Sept. Sept. Oct.
1993 1993 1995 1997 2001 2001

Be the single world
leader 10 9 13 12 13 12
A shared leadership role: 81 78 74 73 75 79

Most active leading

nation 27 23 25 22 25 33
About as active as

other leading

nations 52 53 47 50 49 45
Don’t know/refused 2 2 2 1 1 1

Shouldn’t play any
leadership role 7 9 9 11 8 3
Don’t know/refused 2 4 4 4 4 6

Source: Pew Research Center for the People and the Press, America’s New International Point of
View, December 2001.

B. “We would like you to think about the role the United States should play in trying
to solve international problems. Do you think the U.S. should”:

Feb. 3-6, Feb. 4-6, Feb. 1-4,
2001 2002 2003

Take the leading role in

world affairs 16 26 26
Take a major role but

not the leading role 57 52 53
Take a minor role 21 16 16
Take no role in world

affairs 4 4 3

Source: Gallup Poll Social Series: World Affairs, 2003, 7.
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And when interventions abroad are under consideration, most
Americans prefer acting under auspices of and in cooperation
with the United Nations or NATO rather than acting alone. This
is another manifestation of the strong preference for sharing the
burdens of important international undertakings. Public prefer-
ences for multilateral action may also be rooted in a feeling that
military action in conjunction with NATO or the United Nations
endows a greater legitimacy on the use of force, but the survey
data are inadequate on this point.

The previously cited Pew surveys conducted in early Septem-
ber and mid-October 2001 also revealed that goal priorities for
American foreign policy remained remarkably stable during the
period encompassing the terrorist attacks. Not surprisingly,
nearly all (93 percent) post-9/11 respondents rated “taking meas-
ures to protect the United States from terrorist attacks” as a top
policy priority, but even in the pre-g/11 survey that goal had
earned the highest number (80 percent) of “top priority” ratings.
Of the fourteen goals in the Pew survey, responses to only half
changed by as much as 6 percent. The rank order of the top eight
goals—antiterrorism, antiproliferation of weapons of mass de-
struction, job protection, energy security, reducing the spread of
AIDS and other infectious diseases, anti-drug trafficking, getting
other countries to pay more of the costs of maintaining world
order, and protecting groups and nations against genocide —were
identical in the two surveys; the pre- and post-9/11 rank-order
correlation for the fourteen items was an exceptionally high .97.
The trend toward declining interest in altruistic international
goals persisted in these two surveys, with reduced importance at-
tributed to improving the standard of living in less developed
countries, reducing hunger, and reducing the spread of AIDS and
other infectious diseases. Skepticism about promoting American
values and institutions was also evident as fewer than 30 percent
of the respondents assigned a “top priority” to promoting either
democracy or human rights abroad (Pew, 200143, 14).

The 2002 CCFR survey provides the most recent and complete
evidence on foreign policy goals. Because seventeen of the items
also appeared in the comparable survey four years earlier, they
provide at least some basis for assessing the impact of the Sep-
tember 11 attacks. Moreover, the identical items were included in
a smaller survey of leaders. The results are summarized in table
6.6. It is hardly surprising that combating terrorism and prevent-
ing nuclear proliferation ranked as the top goals for both leaders
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TABLE 6.6. The Importance of American Foreign Policy Geals: Assessments
by the General Public and Leaders in the 1998 and 2002 CCFR Surveys
(percentage of “very important” ratings)

For each [foreign policy goal], please say whether you think that it should be a very
important foreign policy goal of the United States, a somewhat important foreign policy
goal, or not an important goal at all.

1998 2002

General General
Public Leaders Public Leaders

World-order security issues

Preventing the spread of nuclear weapons 82 85 90 89
Combating international terrorism 79 74 91 87
Strengthening the United Nations 45 32 57 28
Protecting weaker nations against

aggression 32 29 41 27
Strengthening international law and

institutions — 49 43 49

World-order economic and environmental

issues
Combating world hunger 62 56 61 59
Improving the global environment 53 46 66 43
Helping to improve the standard of living

in less developed countries 29 36 30 42
Safeguarding against global financial

instability - 49 54 49

U.S. economic interest issues
Stopping the flow of illegal drugs into

the U.S. 81 57 81 45
Protecting the jobs of American workers 80 45 85 35
Securing adequate supplies of energy 64 55 75 51
Controlling and reducing illegal

immigration 55 21 70 22
Reducing the U.S. trade deficit with

foreign countries 50 34 51 21
Protecting the interests of American

business abroad - — 49 23

U.S. values and institutional issues
Promoting and defending human rights in

other countries 39 41 47 46
Promoting market economics abroad 34 36 36 27
Helping to bring a democratic form of

government to other nations 29 27 34 33

Cold War/security issues
Maintaining superior military power

worldwide 59 58 68 52
Defending our allies’ security 44 58 57 55

Source: Rielly 1999; Bouton and Page 2002.
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and the general public, but this did not represent a significant
post-9/11 change, as these had been among the most important
foreign policy goals four years earlier.

As had been the case in previous CCFR surveys, including the
one conducted in 1998, issues revolving around U.S. economic in-
terests continued to receive a very high number of “very impor-
tant” assessments from the general public. Drug trafficking, job
protection, energy security, immigration control, and the trade
deficit received the top rating from a majority of the respondents,
and protecting the interests of U.S. businesses abroad barely failed
to do so. The gaps between leaders and the general public on these
goals were enormous, ranging from 24 percent to 50 percent or
more on the related issues of job protection and immigration con-
trol. In every case, the general public-leader gap increased mate-
rially during the four-year interval between the two surveys. The
focus on U.S. economic interests might be cited by proponents of
the Schlesinger thesis as evidence that the public is indeed turning
inward, but responses to many of the other questions would ap-
pear to contradict that conclusion. For example, in comparison to
1998, assessments of many other goals also recorded significant in-
creases of 8 percent or more: protecting weaker nations against ag-
gression, strengthening the United Nations, improving the global
environment, defending allies, maintaining U.S. military superior-
ity, and promoting human rights abroad. The picture that emerges
from table 6.6 is of a U.S. public that not merely is focused on self-
regarding interests but also seems prepared to support a rather
wide range of international undertakings. In every case save two,
goal ratings increased between 1998 and 2002, and the two excep-
tions—on drug trafficking and world hunger—recorded changes
of 1 percent or less.? In the post-9/11 survey, the leaders’ attribu-
tions of importance outstripped those of the general public on
only two of the foreign policy goals: strengthening international
law and institutions and helping to improve the standard of living
in less developed countries.

Most public opinion surveys rank foreign aid at or near the top
of programs whose budgets should be reduced rather than in-
creased, and the proposition that “taking care of problems at
home is more important than giving aid to foreign countries”
elicited agreement from 84 percent of respondents to a 2001
PIPA poll. The gap between leaders and the general public with
respect to support for foreign aid has been consistently high, but
there is also quite persuasive evidence that the preferences of the
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latter group are based on substantial misinformation about the
actual size of U.S. foreign aid budgets. Many people erroneously
believe that such expenditures constitute one of the largest items
in the federal budget—the median estimate was 20 percent—al-
though the correct amount is less than 1 percent. When asked
what would be a “fair share” for foreign aid, the median figure is
approximately ten times greater than the current allocations.
When respondents are informed of the actual level of economic
and technical assistance, support for foreign aid rises sharply
(Kull and Destler 1999; PIPA 2001a). Humanitarian impulses are
an important consideration in preferences about foreign aid.
More than three-fourths of the public agreed that too much aid
is allocated to undemocratic governments with poor records on
human rights. When asked whether aid should be sent only to
areas where the United States has security interests or should be
allocated to parts of the world where the United States has no se-
curity interests but hunger is a problem, the latter option was pre-
ferred by a margin of 63 to 34 percent (PIPA 2001a).

The most recent CCFR survey reinforced these findings of a
gap between perceptions and reality on foreign aid. When asked
about the percentage of the federal budget that goes to foreign
aid, the median and mean responses were about 20 percent.
When respondents were asked about the appropriate level of for-
eign assistance, the comparable figures were 10 percent and 17
percent. These results again confirm the fact that sentiments for
reducing foreign aid —one of the constants of virtually all surveys
that deal with the issue—are based on vastly exaggerated con-
ceptions about actual American outlays for such programs.

Public approval for deployment of U.S. forces abroad has gen-
erally lagged behind that of leaders (table 4.4). There is stronger
support for sending troops to protect the victims of aggression—
for example, in response to Irag’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait—than
for interventions to cope with internal conflicts, such as the civil
wars arising from the disintegration of the former Yugoslavia (Jen-
tleson 1992; Eichenberg 2002). Moreover, the public expresses
greater approval for troop deployments in such areas of tradi-
tional American interests as Europe than, for example, in Africa.
To date, U.S. military personnel have not been deployed in peace-
keeping operations in the conflict between Israel and its neigh-
bors. Nothing in the long and troubled history of the conflict sug-
gests that any peacekeeping mission is likely to yield quick or easy
success. Nevertheless, should there be a peace agreement between
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Israel and the Palestinian Authority, more than three-fourths of
the American public would support U.S. participation to enforce
such an agreement if it were undertaken with other countries
under United Nations sponsorship (PIPA, 20023, 5).

The 2002 CCFR survey asked both the general public and
leaders about the circumstances under which they would be will-
ing to deploy U.S. troops abroad. The questions at the top of table
6.7 have a very distinct post-9/11 tenor, probing for attitudes on
sending military forces to the Philippines, Afghanistan, Iraq, Pak-
istan, and Saudi Arabia. When we compare these results with
those of earlier surveys that focused on the use of troops to pro-
tect allied countries against attack from their neighbors, the im-
pact of the terrorist attacks seems quite clear. Whereas the pub-
lic has consistently exhibited much less enthusiasm than leaders
have for such actions on behalf of most allies, the gap between
the two groups has narrowed significantly in situations that might
seem to be linked to a war against terrorists. There was a strong
consensus in support of using U.S. troops to prevent genocide, for
peacekeeping in Afghanistan, for fighting terrorism in the Philip-
pines, to overthrow the Saddam Hussein government in Iraq,
and, to a somewhat lesser degree, to protect the regime in Pak-
istan. In two instances, there was a striking divergence of views
between the public and leaders, and interestingly, in both cases a
majority of public approved the use of U.S. troops, whereas lead-
ers did not. Two-thirds of the public supported military action
against drug lords in Colombia, whereas fewer than one-third of
the leaders did so. The two groups were also on opposite sides on
the question of preventing the overthrow of the government in
Saudi Arabia. The revelation that fifteen of the nineteen Septem-
ber 11 hijackers were Saudi subjects and the Riyadh govern-
ment’s rather lukewarm assistance to the United States has
opened up a debate in Washington about the future of U.S.-Saudi
relations that would have been unthinkable only a few years ago.
Indeed, after the war against Iraq, all U.S. military personnel,
save for a small token force, were withdrawn from Saudi Arabia.
A survey taken just prior to that decision found strong public
support (67 percent) for such a withdrawal (PIPA 2003).

The middle part of table 6.7 provides further evidence that the
post-g/11 era has been marked by an erosion of public opposition
to the use of U.S. troops abroad. (The question was not included
in the survey of leaders, but there is no reason to believe that
their responses would have deviated dramatically from those of
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the general public.) Earlier surveys revealed public support for
coming to the aid of specific allies who might be subject to attack
by Cold War adversaries. The results in table 6.7 indicate strong
support for the use of armed forces in more general undertak-
ings, including coping with famine, liberating hostages, and up-
holding international law. As revealed in many other surveys,

TABLE 6.7. The Uses of U.S. Troops Abroad: 2002 CCFR Survey

Percent who favor

General

Would you favor or oppose the use of U.S. troops Public Leaders
To stop a government from committing genocide and killing

large numbers of its own people 77 85
To assist the Philippine government to fight terrorism 78 70
To be part of an international peacekeeping force in

Afghanistan 76 88
To overthrow Saddam Hussein’s government in Iraq 75 —
To fight drug lords in Colombia 66 31
To be part of an international peacekeeping force to enforce

a peace agreement between Israel and the Palestinians 65 79
If the government of Pakistan requested our help against a

radical Islamic revolution 61 61
If the government of Saudi Arabia requested our help against

an attempt to overthrow it 54 41

Would you approve or disapprove of the use
of U.S. military troops:

To destroy a terrorist camp

To assist a population struck by famine

To liberate hostages

To uphold international law

To ensure the supply of oil

To help bring peace to a region where there is a civil war

Percent who approve

General
Public

Leaders

92
81
77
76
65
48

There has been some discussion about whether the U.S. should use its troops to invade
Iraq and overthrow the government of Saddam Hussein. Which of the following posi-

tions is closest to yours?

The U.S. should not invade Iraq

The U.S. should only invade Iraq with UN approval and the
support of its allies

The U.S. should invade Iraq even if we have to go it alone

Not sure/decline

General
Public Leaders
13 26
65 49
20 22
2 3

Source: CCFR Survey, June 2002; Bouton and Page 2002
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there was considerably less enthusiasm for intervention in civil
wars.

The conventional wisdom that the public will reject armed in-
terventions abroad if they involve casualties received very little
support when the question was posed in connection with the
post-September 11 deployment of ground troops in Afghanistan.
Hypothetical questions about acceptable losses must be viewed
with more than the usual level of caution, especially if the some-
what ambiguous term casualties rather than deaths or killed is
used. Virtually every poll posed a question about the use of ground
troops in the war against terrorists, and support for this option
ranged upward of 60 percent. Even when follow-up questions
raised the prospect of heavy casualties, support remained quite
high. For example, a Pew survey shortly after the terrorist attacks
revealed that 82 percent of respondents favored the use of ground
troops, while only 8 percent opposed that option. When a revised
version of the question added the phrase, “even if we might suffer
thousands of casualties,” supporters of military action still out-
numbered opponents by 77 to 9 percent (Pew 2001b, 3). Polls
taken after the introduction of ground troops into Afghanistan, in-
cluding questions that specifically mentioned battle deaths, found
only a moderate decline in support for the ground war. Although
evidence of public sensitivity to casualties abounds, responses to
the events of September 11 indicate a public willingness to bear
the costs if the goals are seen as desirable and feasible, as they
clearly were in the case of the intervention in Afghanistan.

These results suggest persisting public support for an active in-
ternational role but with a decided preference for multilateralism
rather than going it alone. What could account for the disjunction
between the administration’s policies and public preferences on
these issues? One explanation — that the president and his advis-
ers lack sufficient polling data—can be ruled out. Despite vowing
to govern “based on principle and not polls and focus groups,”
the Bush administration spent about one million dollars on sur-
veys during 2001. The results of the polls are used less to align de-
cisions with public sentiments and more to develop effective
rhetorical strategies to sell preferred policies. Because polisters
do not rank high on the list of most admired professions, the
Bush administration has this in common with those of Franklin
Roosevelt, John Kennedy, and Richard Nixon—the existence of
polling operations and the resulting data are kept very close to
the vest (Green 2002).
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Although the evidence about long-run impact of the September
11 terrorist attacks on public attitudes is far from conclusive at this
point, that which is available would certainly not appear to sustain
the charge of a reversion to traditional American isolationism or
unilateralism. The war to root out the Taliban regime in Afghani-
stan and to destroy the al Qaeda network has continued to enjoy
widespread support despite the ability of many al Qaeda leaders
to evade capture. Although analogies between the Pearl Harbor
and World Trade Center/Pentagon attacks are sometime over-
drawn, most Americans have reacted to the two events in the same
way —with a determination to punish the perpetrators. Nor has the
hypothesis that the public will not support any undertaking that
involves body bags gained greater credence; however, the level of
U.S. casualties in Afghanistan remained quite low to this point and
thus the conventional wisdom has not been put to a very rigorous
test. Unlike in the war in Iraq, to be discussed later in this chapter,
the United States has been fortunate in the strong support it has
garnered from most of its allies and from strategically located
countries in the war against the Taliban and al Qaeda; thus, ques-
tions of unilateralism and multilateralism did not surface as a
major issue until debates about invading Iraq. Should the war on
terrorists ultimately involve deployment of U.S. troops in a large
number of foreign countries, result in eroding support from allies,
and give rise to mounting casualties—that is, if the effort takes on
some of the characteristics of the Vietnam quagmire three decades
ago—then public support might well decline. That erosion of sup-
port appears to be taking place with respect to the Iraq undertak-
ing. Continuing turmoil and violence in the areas surrounding
Baghdad have inflicted steady casualties on U.S. military person-
nel and public support, as measured by Gallup polls, fell rather
steadily during the summer and fall of 2003 (Gallup 2003, 1-3). By
November, although a small majority of 54 percent stated that it
had been worth going to war against Iraq, 61 percent felt that
things there were going badly. According to Gallup, 48 percent
wished to begin withdrawing some or all U.S. troops (Moore 2003,
1-5), and almost 40 percent of PIPA respondents favored reduc-
tion of American forces from Iraq (PIPA 2003e).

Finally, strong support for the war on terrorists has not been ac-
companied by much enthusiasm for suppressing domestic debate
about the conflict. Few people have been inclined to agree with
administration officials who considered any questions about the
conduct of the war a breach of bipartisanship or, worse, support
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for terrorists. According to a survey conducted shortly after the
terrorist attacks, overwhelming majorities of the public (75 per-
cent) believed that critics should be allowed to express their
views, even if doing so took the form of antiwar protests (71 per-
cent) (Pew 2001b). Similar sentiments surfaced during the weeks
prior to the invasion of Iraq, when, in response to the question,
“How much have you heard from war opponents?” 42 percent
replied “too little” and only 24 percent selected “too much.” Even
those supporting the use of force against Iraq preferred the “too
little” option by a margin of 35 to 30 percent (Pew 2003a, 24).

The final stage of this analysis examines how, if at all, the Iraq
issue that culminated in the invasion of that country in March 2003
may have affected public preferences for pursuing foreign policy
goals in conjunction with allies or doing so alone. The Bush ad-
ministration repeatedly stated that removal of the Saddam Hus-
sein regime in Iraq was a top priority because it possessed threat-
ening weapons of mass destruction and, in a campaign timed for
the traditional Labor Day beginning of the 2002 election season,
gained strong support for military action from both the House and
Senate. During the months between the September 11 terrorist at-
tacks and the invasion of Iraq, almost all polling organizations reg-
ularly asked the public about whether the United States should
use force to effect a regime change in Iraq. When the question of
removing Saddam Hussein from power was posed as a “support-
oppose” choice, the results were exceptionally consistent; every
survey yielded a majority that would support using force to oust
Saddam’s government. As usual, variations in the precise wording
of the questions have affected the results, but only enough to
change the size of the majority that favors toppling Saddam Hus-
sein, not the majority itself. The controversies surrounding the
issue, then, have centered not on the desirability of removing the
Iraqi dictator from power but rather on whether doing so should
be contingent on support from the U.N. Security Council, major
U.S. allies in NATO, or both.

Table 6.8 presents some evidence from Gallup and Pew sur-
veys undertaken during the two years prior to March 2003: the
1992 Gallup results indicate that the preference for regime
change in Baghdad dates back to the aftermath of the first Gulf
War. The later surveys found majorities ranging between 52 per-
cent (seven months prior to September 11 attacks) and 68 per-
cent in favor of military action versus Iraq. Six of the Pew polls
also asked advocates of military action whether their support was
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conditional on the support of major allies or whether they fa-
vored acting “even if allies won’t join”; in none of these surveys
did the “go it alone” option gain a majority. In the mid-March
2003 Pew (Pew 2003b, 6) survey, completed just days prior to the
U.S.-British invasion of Iraq, more than a quarter of the 59 per-
cent who supported military action conditioned approval on the
agreement of major allies to join the war effort. None of these or
other surveys appear to have asked whether consistent support
from Tony Blair’s Labour government in London was sufficient
to qualify as assistance from “major allies.”

The second part of table 6.8 reports responses to a question,
posed by the New York Times/CBS poll during the month prior
to the invasion of Iraq, about whether the United States should
or should not “take into account the views of allies before taking
action” against Iraq. In each instance, solid majorities favored
that option rather than “doing what [the United States] thinks is
right no matter what its allies think.”

By the autumn of 2003, the Anglo-American military campaign
had removed Saddam Hussein and his Baath Party from power in
Iraq. While military success may give rise to some reconsideration
of the relative merits of “going it alone” versus burden sharing
with allies, the evidence available to date suggests that neither the
September 11 terrorist attacks nor the debates about how to cope
with the Saddam Hussein regime in Iraq have given rise to strong
unilateralist sentiments among the general public. To the contrary,
the evidence consistently portrays a public that accepts an active
global role for the United States (figure 3.1) while strongly pre-
ferring to share the burdens of that role with allies and major in-
ternational organizations. Even in the absence of direct poll evi-
dence on the question, it seems reasonable to assume that support
for the postwar occupation of Iraq would have witnessed less ero-
sion if the costs in lives and resources were shared among a much
broader coalition of allies.

Even postwar surveys, which might have been expected to val-
idate unilateralist policies in light of the predictable ease with
which U.S. and UK. forces initially crushed those of Iraq, found
continued support for multilateralism in general and, more spe-
cifically, for the United Nations. To be sure, two-thirds of the re-
spondents felt that if the United States were to become a more
dominant force in the world as a result of the war, that would be
“something positive.” Yet a strikingly large majority (76 percent)
also agreed that “the United States should do its share in efforts
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to solve international problems together with other countries,”
whereas only 12 percent asserted that “the United States should
continue to be the preeminent world leader in solving interna-
tional problems.” Contrary to the claims of Krauthammer and
many other conservative pundits that the United Nations has
rendered itself wholly irrelevant because the Security Council
failed to support the U.S. position on Iraq, only a third of those
taking part in the PIPA survey agreed that, in the future, the
United States “should feel more free to use force without United
Nations authorization,” and 88 percent of respondents felt that
trying to get United Nations authorization to take military action
against Iraq “was the right thing to do” (PIPA 2003a).

Several postwar surveys of Americans have yielded a mixed
scorecard for the United Nations. An August 2003 Gallup poll
found that 60 percent rated the job that organization is doing as
“poor,” whereas only 37 percent assessed it as “good.” This is the
lowest rating received by the United Nations since Gallup began
asking the question in 1953 (Jeffrey Jones 2003c). At about the
same time, however, a Pew survey revealed that 70 percent of
Americans—including 68 percent of Republicans and 71 percent
of Democrats—wanted the United Nations to “play a significant
role in rebuilding Iraq.” Forty-four percent preferred that the
United Nations “have the most say” in that process, twice the
number who wanted the United States to have the dominant
voice on the issue (Pew 2003c, 1-2).

Conclusion

Recent US. foreign and defense policies reflect a greater degree
of unilateralism than at any time since Pearl Harbor. In this
sense, Schlesinger’s diagnosis and forecast of the mid-1990s has
turned out to be rather prescient. But to the extent that his analy-
sis located the roots of isolationism and unilateralism in irre-
sistible pressures from the general public (“the housewife in
Xenia, Ohio™) or opinion leaders (“members of the Council on
Foreign Relations™), the evidence is much less kind to his thesis.
Both pre- and post-g/11 surveys indicate greater persistence than
change in public attitudes toward foreign affairs since the end of
the Cold War: opinion leaders continue to be more international-
ist than the general public on most issues; the general public has
shown little indication of a mindless retreat toward isolationism
and even less support for unilateralism in preference to action in
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cooperation with NATO or the United Nations. Although con-
sultation and cooperation with others may sometimes seem less
efficient than acting alone, as vocal unilateralists in the media and
elsewhere constantly remind us, most Americans seem to prefer
that path. The public has shown little support for crusades to
make the world over in the American image (tables 3.3a, 3.3b,
and 6.6) but also has not jumped on the bandwagon of those who
would bypass or withdraw from NATO, the United Nations, and
most other international organizations; reduce or eliminate for-
eign aid; withdraw most American forces stationed abroad; and
otherwise seek to cut the ties that have enmeshed the United
States in the global system.

Thus, although the data reveal declining support for some in-
ternational endeavors and ripples of disquiet about the effects of
economic globalization—a concern that predates the end of the
Cold War—evidence of continuity in public opinion dominates
signs of sharp change. Even with respect to the most controversial
post—Cold War undertakings—military interventions abroad that
may pose the risk of casualties —the public is selectively support-
ive rather than reflexively opposed. Support is most likely for in-
terventions in such areas of traditional concern as Europe, when
the purpose is to prevent or punish aggression, and when there is
a reasonable prospect of success. Less approval may be forthcom-
ing when the goal is to promote American values and institutions
or to effect a change in leadership abroad. The clear links between
Afghanistan and the al Qaeda terrorists underlay support for mil-
itary intervention in that country following the 9/11 attacks. Con-
ditional support for toppling Saddam Hussein is an exception to
general skepticism about interventions for purposes of regime
change; Iraq’s previous invasions of Iran and Kuwait no doubt
contributed to support for removal of the Baath Party regime.
Public concern about and willingness to deal forcefully with ter-
rorist threats is not merely a post-9/11 phenomenon. Compared to
opinion leaders, a higher proportion of the general public rated
terrorist attacks as a significant threat (table 4.2). Moreover,
whereas in 1998 the public was generally unenthusiastic about
using U.S. troops abroad in a number of hypothetical scenarios,
the same CCFR survey revealed that 57 percent favored “attacks
by U.S. ground troops against terrorist training camps and other
facilities,” and by 2002 that figure had increased to 91 percent.
Whether or not one agrees with these preferences, they bear con-
siderably greater resemblance to traditional realism than to isola-
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tionism. Indeed, they are less stringent than the Weinberger Doc-
trine, a set of six preconditions—including the support of Con-
gress and the public—for military interventions abroad proposed
by the secretary of defense in 1984 and opposed by his cabinet col-
league, George Shultz (Weinberger 1984; Shultz 1993).

Domestic politics certainly have complicated and sometimes
damaged Washington’s ability to conduct foreign affairs and to
demonstrate essential leadership in attempting to cope with the
post—Cold War international arena. This is not an unfamiliar pat-
tern. Periods of crisis and conflict, when there is an accretion of
power by the executive branch, are often followed by congres-
sional efforts to restore legislative prerogatives and, more gener-
ally, by the intrusion of domestic political concerns into the con-
duct of foreign affairs. The years following the Revolutionary
War, Civil War, World War I, and the Vietnam War illustrate this
pattern, and the post—Cold War era appears to be no exception.

But where is the primary focus of the problem? Is it in a public
that, at least until the 2001 terrorist attacks, focused more atten-
tion on domestic issues than on international ones? Or in inten-
sified partisanship in Congress? Or in the willingness of some
congressional leaders to engage in such damaging frivolities as
withholding payments of legitimate dues to the United Nations or
holding up ambassadorial and other appointments for reasons
that are unrelated to the qualifications of the nominees? Or in the
print and electronic media that have drastically reduced coverage
of foreign affairs in recent years (Emery 1989; Norris 1995; Robin-
son and Livingston 2003)? Or in parochial single-issue interest
groups that found it easier to thrive in the absence of an overrid-
ing international threat after the disintegration of the USSR and
whose post-September 11 activities often have been directed at
persuading public officials that pet projects, no matter how far re-
moved from foreign policy or homeland security, are in fact an in-
tegral part of the “war on terrorism”? Many of these actors state
that they accurately reflect public preferences. Media leaders as-
sert that in focusing on domestic issues and entertainment, they
are merely giving the public what it wants. Many senators and rep-
resentatives argue that their opposition to peacekeeping opera-
tions, foreign aid, or the United Nations and other international
institutions reflects the views of an increasingly isolationist public
that has lost patience with recalcitrant allies, inefficient interna-
tional organizations, and Third World kleptocracies that look to
America to bail them out of problems of their own making,
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Compelling evidence demonstrates that foreign and defense
policy issues have lost a good deal of their salience for the gen-
eral public except in time of crisis or war. At least until the ter-
rorist attacks in 2001, domestic issues seemed to impinge more
directly than foreign ones on most citizens’ daily lives, and the
print and electronic media’s declining coverage of international
affairs reinforces and exacerbates the public tendency to focus on
problems at home in the absence of wars, crises, and other dra-
matic events abroad. In virtually every post—-Gulf War and pre-
September 11 survey asking, “What are the major problems fac-
ing the country today?” the list of answers was dominated by
such issues as health care, corporate malfeasance, unemploy-
ment, drugs, crime, education, poverty, immorality, the economy,
Social Security, and similar concerns. Even during the months
leading up to the 2003 invasion of Iraq, most polls revealed that
the weak state of the U.S. economy ranked at the top of public
concerns, and postwar surveys have shown an even higher prior-
ity accorded to economic issues (Pew 2003d, T-8). The paucity of
international issues near the top of public concerns is not, how-
ever, necessarily an unambiguous or even especially valid indica-
tor of isolationism. Indeed, public inattention to international
problems during the closing years of the twentieth century de-
rived at least in part from a general sense of satisfaction with the
conduct of foreign affairs. Not only did former President Clin-
ton’s overall approval ratings remain at a remarkably high level,
but respondents to the 1998 CCFR survey, conducted during
House impeachment proceedings against Clinton, gave him the
highest percentage of “very successful” ratings for his foreign
policies of any post—World War II president. When “somewhat
successful” responses are included, Clinton ranked second only
to his immediate predecessor, George H. W. Bush (Rielly 1999,
36—37; Lipset and Bowman 2000; Walt 2000).

George W. Bush’s exceptionally high approval ratings are a di-
rect consequence of his leadership in the war on terrorists and
the war against Iraq rather than a groundswell of support for his
domestic agenda. These responses seem to point to a public that
is rather poorly informed about the world (as usual), inattentive
most of the time, generally satisfied with the conduct of foreign
affairs—but not necessarily leading a charge “back to the womb.”
Not surprisingly, the events of September 11 and their aftermath
dominated public attention to the news. According to the Pew
News Interest Index, eight of the ten stories to which Americans
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paid the most attention in 2001 involved those events and subse-
quent U.S. actions against terrorism (Kohut 2002, 15; Pew 20071e,
1). Except in the immediate aftermath of crises, the public mood
is perhaps most accurately described as “apathetic international-
ism” (Lindsay 2000, 4).

The absence of sustained public attention to international is-
sues is not without important policy consequences, for it eases the
task of policymakers who employ emotional appeals to drum up
public support for favored undertakings. The public relations
campaign during the run up to the invasion of Iraq is a case in
point. The core of the administration’s indictment was that the
Baghdad regime possessed weapons of mass destruction that
posed an imminent national security danger to the United States
and further that Irag’s ties to the al Qaeda terrorist group gave
rise to the threat that these weapons could well fall into the hands
of those who planned future terrorist attacks on the United States.
Although persuasive evidence was not forthcoming on either of
these points prior to the March 2003 invasion, repeated assertions
by the president and his top advisers, reinforced by Saddam Hus-
sein’s well-deserved reputation for unusual brutality, resulted in a
public that was prepared to believe both charges. Postwar investi-
gations may yet uncover evidence that the administration’s case
was valid, but to date (February 2004) they have not done so.

Nevertheless, although the war received massive media cover-
age, 41 percent of respondents surveyed immediately after the
war believed that WMDs had in fact been found and 22 percent
stated that Iraq had used such weapons against the United States
during the conflict (PIPA 2003b). Even about four months after
the end of hostilities almost one half of Americans believed that
evidence had been discovered to show that Saddam Hussein was
working closely with al Qaeda terrorists, almost one quarter be-
lieved that the United States had uncovered weapons of mass de-
struction in Iraq, and a quarter believed that world public opinion
favored the United States going to war against Iraq. An analysis
of news sources upon which respondents relied revealed some
striking differences. Those relying primarily on Fox News had
significantly more misperceptions, those who depended on Na-
tional Public Radio/Public Broadcasting System had significantly
fewer misperceptions, and those whose primary news sources
were other networks fell in between. Respondents who relied on
the print media were less likely than average to misperceive the
three facts about the Iraq situation (PIPA 2003c).
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Where does that leave any administration that seeks to have
the United States play an effective leadership role in world af-
fairs? Although one should exercise great caution in attempting
to draw historical parallels, it may be instructive to recall the half
decade immediately following the end of World War II. Some
pioneering opinion analysts of that period feared that a fickle and
poorly informed public, weary of the sacrifices imposed by four
years of war, would resist any efforts to continue shouldering the
burdens of world leadership. In a memo to President Roosevelt,
just prior to his departure for the Yalta Conference in 1945, his
personal pollster Hadley Cantril warned that “it is unrealistic to
assume that Americans are international-minded. . . .The present
internationalism rests on rather unstable foundations: it is recent,
it is not rooted in broad or long range conceptions of self-inter-
est, it has little intellectual basis” (1967, 76). Gabriel Almond
(1960) examined responses to questions about the “most impor-
tant problems facing the country.” Noting that wartime concerns
with international issues had been replaced by domestic con-
cerns, he concluded that a volatile and inattentive public pro-
vided a shaky foundation on which to sustain global leadership.
Yet, during 1945-50, the public came to support a number of un-
precedented undertakings that have been described by William G.
Carleton (1963) as the “revolution in American foreign policy,”
suggesting that there is a significant difference between an inat-
tentive and an isolationist public. Effective presidential leader-
ship, often bridging partisan lines, generated public support for in-
novative undertakings, some of which ran counter to such deeply
embedded axioms as George Washington’s admonition in his
“Farewell Address” “to steer clear of permanent alliances with
any portion of the foreign world.”

We should be wary of pushing too far the parallels between
1945—50 and the present. The most striking difference is that
Stalin’s Soviet Union posed a threat to vital interests far greater
than any that exists today, even when the activities of terrorist or-
ganizations or the “axis of evil” are taken into account. Never-
theless, the example suggests that because even a poorly in-
formed and inattentive public is not necessarily isolationist or
unilateralist, it can be persuaded to support an American leader-
ship role in a broad range of international undertakings if it can
be shown that such a role is both desirable and feasible. A criti-
cal element is a presidential leadership that is capable of making
an effective case for its foreign policy agenda; of avoiding the



Public Opinion and American Foreign Policy, Revised Edition
Ole R. Holsti
http://lwww.press.umich.edultitleDetailDesc.do?id=6750

The University of Michigan Press, 2004

A Return to Isolationism and Unilateralism? 287

mendacity that all too often has marred efforts to use the “bully
pulpit” to gain public support, with the consequence that public
trust in government has declined precipitously during the past
several decades; and of reading the public accurately rather than
misreading it.

History suggests that active cooperation with other countries
may be the most effective and rewarding form of world leader-
ship. In the years after World War 1I, many American leaders of
both political parties rejected the “Fortress America” concept of
national security in favor of multilateralism. The United Nations,
the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, the Truman
Doctrine, the Marshall Plan, NATO, and resistance to aggression
in Korea were among the more important milestones along the
multilateral path to a more stable international order. Much to
the surprise of many experts of that era, the American public was
persuaded, largely through the concerted efforts of effective
leaders in both parties, to abandon its traditional preference for
limited peacetime international obligations and to embrace an
unprecedented set of multilateral commitments. The multilateral
path aiso made the vast preponderance of power enjoyed by the
United States in the aftermath of World War II more palatable
and less threatening to allies, thereby contributing in no small
way to acceptance abroad of America’s international leadership
role (Ikenberry 2001).

There would appear to be food for thought in the words of an
author who is not widely known for an excessive deference to lib-
eral perspectives and prescriptions on foreign affairs or to the mer-
its or multilateralism as an approach for all seasons and all reasons:

If the United States could move past the anxiety engen-
dered by this inaccurate sense of constraint [from European
allies], it could begin to show more understanding for the
sensibilities of others, a little generosity of spirit. It could
pay its respects to multilateralism and the rule of law and
try to build some international political capital for those
moments when multilateralism is impossible and unilateral
action unavoidable. It could, in short, take more care to
show what the founders called “a decent respect for the
opinions of mankind.” (Kagan 2002, 28)

The evidence reviewed here reveals that even a “decent respect
for the opinions” of a much smaller group, the American public,



Public Opinion and American Foreign Policy, Revised Edition
Ole R. Holsti
http://lwww.press.umich.edultitleDetailDesc.do?id=6750

The University of Michigan Press, 2004

288 Public Opinion and American Foreign Policy

might give policymakers reason to pause as they weigh the longer-
term costs and benefits of unilateralism.

But is multilateralism, with its sensitivity to the vital interests of
countries whose citizens do not vote in the United States, a realis-
tic path toward electoral success at home? All first-term presi-
dents since Rutherford B. Hayes, save those who died in office
(James A. Garfield, Warren G. Harding, and John F. Kennedy),
have sought election to a second term. The most improbable suc-
cess in this respect was the startling victory by Harry S. Truman in
1948. According to a recent study, his foreign policy actions during
the year prior to the election, including the Marshall Plan and the
Berlin airlift to bring food and fuel to the beleaguered citizens of
that city, probably brought him enough votes to win the election
(Zaller 2004). Perhaps the American public, for all its apathy and
other well-documented weaknesses, appreciates a generosity of
spirit and can be persuaded to reward it on election day.





