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Introduction

The United States, the great US historian and political scientist Richard
Hofstadter once remarked, is a country that has the misfortune not to have an
ideology but to be one. In this article, I want to offer an amendment to
Hofstadter’s claim, in that I want to suggest that tied in with the United
States’s sense of self, is not only what people usually see as some version of US
‘exceptionalism’ – the United States as the ‘shining city on the hill’ or, more
recently, the ‘indispensable nation’ – but also a constant and continuing
Manichaeism in both the understanding and the practice of its foreign policy.

r 2013 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1384-5748 International Politics Vol. 50, 5, 623–638
www.palgrave-journals.com/ip/



In sum, I want to suggest that there is a permanent temptation for the United
States to ‘moralise’ its relations with others, often rationalising its own actions
by demonising (sometimes literally) its opponents.

This tendency does not date back to the founding of the Republic – although
it is unquestionably fed by some of its tributaries that date from that period –
rather I would argue that its real origins lie in the wrenching self-examination
that occurred after the US Civil War and it is first manifested by some of the
leading foreign policy figures of the post-Civil War period (William Jennings
Bryan is a good example of the belief that God’s will was embodied in and
through the common people) but it is even more true of the twentieth and
now twenty-first century, and can be seen again and again in the writings and
the practice of the likes of Woodrow Wilson, John Foster Dulles and the
second President Bush. Of course, it is hardly the only strand in US foreign
policy thinking – the realism of Elihu Root, George C. Marshall, Dean
Acheson and Henry Kissinger stands opposed to it, for example. But even
they sometimes find themselves caught up in it, for reasons I will discuss. And
perhaps this is nowhere truer than the constant invocation of what the United
States stands against as ‘evil’.

Opposition to ‘Evil’ has marked American foreign policy for much of the
twentieth and twenty-first century. For President Reagan, famously, the Cold War
was a struggle against the ‘Evil Empire’ and, of course, President Bush’s more
recent description of a number of states as constituting an ‘Axis of Evil’ is well
known. But this can be traced back much further – certainly to Woodrow Wilson
and arguably to the nineteenth century. This article argues that any understanding
of US foreign policy must embed an understanding of a long-standing imperative
to transform global and regional politics through opposition to ‘evil’.

Invocations of ‘Evil’ and Contemporary International Relations

Before that, it would be useful to examine the idea of ‘evil’ in the context of
International Relations generally. There has been a growing body of work on
the notion of evil in recent scholarship across several disciplines (Reichenbach,
1976; Glover, 1999; Lara, 2001; Nieman, 2002). In International Relations
theory, the topic has historically not had as much coverage as elsewhere, but in
international political theory there has been some important and powerful
work that examines notions of evil. Hayden (2008), for example, has published
an important book drawing on the work of Hannah Arendt and there have
also been a number of important essays. Perhaps the most sustained
consideration of the notion of evil in contemporary International Relations,
however, has developed in the work of Renee Jeffery. In an important article,
co-authored with Nicholas Rengger, and in a recent book and edited collection
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on the topic (Rengger and Jeffery, 2005; Jeffery, 2008a, b), she has contributed
more than any other scholar in tracing the significance of evil for International
Relations in general, and as a precursor and backdrop to the specific
explorations of this essay. Let me elaborate on this conceptualisation.

In their essay, Rengger and Jeffery (2005) point out that:

In the aftermath of the Second World War and the horrors that it
brought, Hannah Arendt predicted that ‘[t]he problem of evil [would] be
the fundamental question of post-war intellectual life in Europe.’ Yet y
concern with evil, largely disappeared in general Western political
thought from the early 1950s

They argue that although this general neglect was broken from time to time –
as with Arendt’s (1965) own Eichmann in Jerusalem – it was nonetheless
widespread at least until the 1990s. Events such as the Rwandan genocide, the
massacre at the UN ‘safe haven’ at Srebrenica in 1995 and of course the
terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001, coupled with the already mentioned
President George W. Bush’s identification of an ‘Axis of Evil’ in his 2002 State
of the Union Address, have all made notions of ‘evil’ an important intellectual
concern in International Relations (Bush, 2002).

Arendt spoke – in her searing indictment of the Nazi regime, Eichmann in
Jerusalem – of a particular type of moral evil, which she called famously the
‘banality’ of evil. As Rengger and Jeffery point out, for Arendt (1965),
Eichmann was a ‘new type of criminal, who is actually hostis generic humani y
[and] commits his crimes under circumstances that make it well-nigh impossible
for him to know or to feel that he is doing wrong, and, as they also add, this
sense of evil is moral in that it is intentional but also that it is, in a certain sense,
‘unthinking’ and hence ‘banal’. They add that this was not merely a concern of
Arendt. The scholar and Christian apologist Lewis (1961), writing in the preface
to the 1961 edition of his fictional work, The Screwtape Letters, writes as follows:

The greatest evil is not now done in those ‘sordid dens of crime’ that
Dickens loved to paint. It is not even done in concentration camps and
labour camps. In those we see its final result. But it is conceived and
ordered (moved, seconded, carried and minuted) in clean, carpeted,
warmed and well-lighted offices, by quiet men with white collars and cut
fingernails and smooth-shaven cheeks who do not need to raise their voice.

The temptation to think about President Obama’s ‘kill list’ and the US
government’s increasingly controversial drone programme – in which ‘quiet
men’ in ‘carpeted, warm and well lighted offices’ govern the decision making in
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Washington as to which ‘terrorist’ or ‘insurgent’ will be the victim of a lethal attack
by drone strike many thousands of miles away – is almost irresistible here (for
discussions, see Boyle, 2013; Kennedy and Rengger, 2012 and Moreton, 2004).

In what follows, I want to link these general points with an account of that
‘Manichean’ strand in US foreign policy that depends, I want to suggest, on a
constant invocation of evil to justify its actions but which hides – even from its
advocates – the full implications of their own actions. It is in the link between
the consistent tendency to invoke opposition to evil as a justification of US
foreign policy and the aggravated (and often unnecessary) suffering that
policies based on such assumptions all too often bring about.

The Manichean Temptation

The thought and practice of US foreign policy at least since the Civil War has
been marked by a profound tendency to see itself as a beacon of light in an
otherwise problematic world (Keegan, 2009). Campbell (1992), in his excellent
study Writing Security, actually contends that the roots of this go much further
back to the Puritan experience that predates the founding and its unique (he
argues) combination of nationalism, eschatology and chauvinism. Certainly,
these tributaries feed into the development of US foreign policy, but for the
purpose of this essay the focus is upon the US experience in the twentieth
century and two particular phenomena: the first is the necessity to justify
extended and often bloody interventions though confronting evil, and the second
is the tendency to use technological might/prowess to prevail in such excursions.

American ‘exceptionalism’ can be traced back to the beginning of the
Republic. The tendency to see the United States as a ‘shining city on a hill’, a
permanent criticism to the corruption and depravity of the old world, is deeply
embedded in American culture. On the eve of the 2003 Iraq War, one need only
think of the rebuke offered to ‘old Europe’ and specifically France, which was
according to some American commentators riddled through with ‘cheese-
eating surrender monkeys’. (On the tensions between the United States and
Europe, see Kagan, 2003.) But it took two particular historical trends to turn
that into a constant temptation to see opposition to the United States as
opposition to the good itself. The first was the gradual growth of a self-
conscious imperial mission during the nineteenth century, beginning with the
westward expansion of the Republic and incorporating various small wars (as
against Mexico, for example) and culminating in the rampant imperialism
surrounding the acquisition of the Philippines in 1898. As Gore Vidal (2001)
once put it in a different, though not unrelated, context: by the late nineteenth
century, representatives of the American republic confronted representatives
of the American empire, and in that context, a justification of empire was
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increasingly necessary and, for some, that justification came to be located in
the United States as a necessary force for good in the world, opposition to
which must, of course, be ‘evil’.

The second was the slow – but in the twentieth century increasingly rapid –
rise of the United States to great power status. This inevitably required greater
US involvement in the affairs of the world and in broad terms one can see two
strategies as being broadly dominant when one thinks about how the United
States responded to this – first, a broadly realist one, running from Calhoun
through to the contemporary period, and emphasising power, interest, con-
ciliation, compromise, spheres of interest and the balance of power; and second,
a broadly ‘idealist’ one, emphasising the United States as, to use an idea of the
late Hedley Bull (1969), the ‘local agent of the global common good’, as the
‘indispensible nation’, and involving wars to make the world safe for democracy.
This latter approach was always prone to succumb to the Manichean temptation
to see anybody who or anything that opposed it as ‘evil’.

The experience of the Second World War and, after that, the burgeoning
Cold War, reinforced both tendencies – perhaps most obviously represented in
the 1950s by Dean Acheson on the one hand and John Foster Dulles on the
other. At the same time, the opponents against which the United States and its
allies were ranged – fascism, the Soviet Union, Communist China (after 1949) –
were easily, and not always implausibly as in the case of the Nazis, tarred with
the assumption of evil. Long before President Reagan was deriding the Soviet
Union as the Evil Empire, Foster Dulles was doing the same and arguing for
‘rollback’ as a consequence (Hogan, 1998). (The claim made in their article by
Rengger and Jeffery, that there was no sustained discussion of evil throughout
the Cold War, does not take account of the frequent invocation of evil to
justify political/military action against certain groups.)

The Cold War itself, after all, was sustained by a certain view of Soviet
politics and the Soviet Union, which was widely shared however partial or,
as Cohen (1985) has argued, ‘inaccurate’ it may have been. Kennan (1947)
famously argued that Soviet politics were abnormal, secretive and driven by the
‘doctrines and actions of a small ruling clique’ and, as Hogan (1998) has
pointed out, were ‘unnatural and ungodly while in contrast the American
system dovetailed with natural law and divine providence’. Goldwater (1960)
for example in his book, The Conscience of a Conservative, which sold over a
million copies in the early 1960s, talked of the American mission in opposition
to the Evil Empire. Hence, anti-Communism became a framework for all sorts
of activities, which may variously be described as political evil, from the use of
napalm in Vietnam to the many struggles throughout the Third World
involving a range of activities by agents of the United States, including
assassination or attempted assassination. So, to return to Gore Vidal (2001),
on this very pretext of confronting a variety of evils, since 1950, the United
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States has fought perhaps a hundred overt and covert wars (Boot, 2013).
Paradoxically though, the United States had in 1945 accepted the division of
Europe and even though Harry Truman claimed after the Marshall Plan that
many states had been saved from the evil of Communism, in fact, the post-war
settlement of Europe resulted in a large increase in the number of authoritarian
states and the subjugation of many millions of people. So, whatever the
narratives of those in Washington, the onset of the Cold War actually meant a
geographical spread of the ‘evil’ of Communism but then after 1947, a
sustained and massive technological effort to prevent further expansion. At the
heart of the US national security state, developed and then enshrined in NSC
68, was the idea that any attack upon the United States would bring about a
huge and disproportionate result – as in Hiroshima and Nagasaki – but also
enshrined was the idea that the United States was justified in its response
precisely because of the nature of its ‘opponents’ (Nitze, 1979).

The logic of nuclear deterrence in some ways masked this particular threat
because the language of deterrence initially assumed, in the work of Bernard
Brodie and others (Brodie, 1959), that the whole idea was that these nuclear
weapons would never be used again, at least not by the United States.
However, gradually, during the 1950s and 1960s, as nuclear technology grew
more sophisticated and ‘precise’, the idea began to creep in that some use of
these weapons might indeed be permitted and justified. We need only think of
the ‘limited war’ arguments of Albert Wohlstetter, Herman Kahn, Henry
Kissinger and others (Kahn, 2009), and the general justification for their use
remained the same. In On Thermonuclear War, Kahn’s main thesis was
actually that the United States could survive a nuclear war and should not
therefore fear it. (Note, too, the homage in the title of Kahn’s work to
Clausewitz’s On War and the idea that war, even nuclear war, remained the
continuation of politics by other means.) This arguably misleading so-called
‘liberal reading’ of On War implied that war could be controlled and limited
according to the designs of those conducting it. (On Kahn, see Brodie, 1976;
on Clausewitz, see Waldman, 2013.)

The events of the summer of 1945 and the advent of nuclear technology
meant that the United States could prevail against both the evil of fascism and
the evil of Communism, although that proved more challenging once Moscow
too obtained some form of nuclear weaponry in the 1950s. One consequence of
the Cold War, as Chan (2005) has argued, was that during that 50 years of
Western history, liberal states were ‘consumed’ by a drive to build scientific
foundations for war: not just to develop nuclear weapons, but to develop a
strategic doctrine in which they could be used. This depended on building
rational choice theories and doctrines of defence premised on tested and
scientifically proven games and probability theories. In short, an academic
rationalisation and defence of nuclear strategic power.
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The US administration had certainly early on in the atomic period buried
any objections to the use of nuclear weapons at the end of the Second World
War and especially its use on people. Many had been troubled by such a
possibility, including those who signed the Szilard Petition of July 1945
(Petition to the President, 1945), concerned over the use of nuclear weapons on
humankind. Yet the Truman administration and subsequent presidents justified
the mass killings of Japanese citizens in August 1945 in a variety of ways. One
such, and now well-known, justification was that the saving of American lives
mandated the use of newly available technology. Over a million American
troops, it was estimated, would die if Operation Olympic, the invasion of the
Japanese mainland, had to be undertaken to compel surrender (Alperovitz,
1995), even if this meant the destruction of many of the ‘other’: in this case the
Japanese. Over the years after the destruction of both Hiroshima and Nagasaki,
President Truman would use statistics, which expanded in numbers, to explain
how many American lives had been saved by the use of nuclear weaponry. The
other supposedly compelling narrative of 1945 was that the Japanese (given the
character of the regime) would simply not surrender (this argument is repeated
later over Saddam, Gadaffi and, in contemporary Syria, Assad) and therefore
the recalcitrant state needed to be crushed and then recreated in some image of
America. In fact, Feis (1966), an economic advisor to the State Department
1931–1934, argued that ultimately the sudden ending of the war had benefited
the Japanese people as it prevented the bloodshed and suffering that would have
inevitably accompanied an invasion. So the question after 1945 was always a
similar calculation for American leaders: How many dead may be ‘acceptable’ in
terms of strategic losses in the confrontations that inevitably bedevilled the
growth of American power after the post-war collapse of the European states
and their empires throughout the Middle East and South-East Asia?

It was though the events of 9/11 that brought debates about evil and the
justifiable response to evil acts to the fore for both policymakers and
intellectuals in the United States and beyond. Perhaps the most obvious way in
which 9/11 changed US foreign policy, and which has been much commented
upon, was the extent to which it created an opportunity for certain ideological
elements in the Bush administration to take the initiative: that is to say to allow
the ‘neo-conservatives’ to influence policy. President Bush emphasised that the
post-9/11 era was as much, if not more, a struggle about values as it was about
interests. Some American politicians and indeed much of the public thought of
themselves as waging some type of a cultural or civilisational war.

After 9/11, one of the key questions was as to how and why Al-Qaeda would
wish to target the United States and the general shock that primitive, ghastly
attacks on civilians were not simply the staple of the developing world or on
the periphery of Western states and the recognition that sub-state groups or
actors transnational in nature posed a direct threat to America. Much, for
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example, was made of the religious nature of the confrontation between the
perpetrators of 9/11 and the Christian United States. After 9/11, the recognition
of religious sentiment as a powerful force for confrontation fed into a view about
the ‘real’ nature of the geopolitical conflicts that faced the West at the opening of
the twenty-first century: to wit, that they were fundamentally civilisational, or
cultural (and religious), in character. Among the most widely cited (semi-)
academic books of the last 20 years that sought to emphasise this feature of
international politics was Samuel Huntington’s controversial The Clash of
Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order (Huntingdon, 1996). Hunting-
ton’s thesis is now well known. It is perhaps worth pointing out though just how
widely taken up his ideas were in the years after the publication of his article and
then book. It is perhaps now even usual to speak of the inevitable ‘clash’ of
civilisations as a motor of conflict in twenty-first century world politics.

As some of the language that has been routinely used in the ‘war on terror’
suggests, there are clear ideological claims made by the United States about the
battle with the terrorists. The term of preference for the ‘Islamic fundament-
alism’ of Osama bin Laden and his peers, for example, was ‘Islamofascism’ – a
deliberate harking back to an earlier period of ideological struggle in the
turbulent years of the 1930s. President Bush also used terms such as ‘Islamic
caliphate’ or ‘militant jihadism’, themselves evocative of much earlier struggles
with non-Christian forces. This was in many ways understandable. It was clear
that bin Laden and his allies entertained notions of representing a specific type
of world view based on a certain reading of fundamentalist Islam. Some, for
instance Bernard Lewis, have therefore seen these undeniable ideological
rigidities and apparent certainties that have characterised contemporary world
politics as having much earlier roots. So one aspect of this that has perhaps
been most commented on – and for some years now – is the apparent
resurgence of religious sentiment in the world and in domestic politics (Lewis,
1990). In the atmosphere of post-9/11 politics, the additional of religious
rhetoric added considerable emotional power to the discourse of ‘evil’.

President Bush himself argued in the autumn of 2001 that, ‘We wage a war
to save civilisation itself. We did not seek it, but we must fight it and we
will prevail’ (Bush, 2001). American leaders therefore saw the struggle with
al-Qaeda as in part a cultural or civilisational conflict, a war for a certain type
of ‘civilisation’ even if it was not a religious war actually against moderate
Islam. Singer (2004) has noted in his book, The President of Good and Evil, that
between taking up office on 20 January 2001 and 16 June 2003, Bush spoke
about evil in some 319 speeches so, for Jeffery, President Bush not only
conceived evil as a force but as one that existed in a paradigmatic relationship
with good. This was embedded throughout his public statements, such as that at
the West Point Military Academy in 2002, in which he declared: ‘We are in a
conflict between good and evil, and America will call evil by its name’ (Bush, 2002).
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Here we come to the debates about the nature of US foreign policy over the
last two decades and its ability through a grand strategy to confront and defeat
evil, yet in so doing, to create antagonisms that can and have returned to
haunt the United States both at home and abroad. Iconic attacks such as that
of 9/11 were obvious acts of ‘revenge’ by those like bin Laden but far more
common and had been for well over a decade were the lower-level attacks on
Americans and American assets abroad (a trend that continues to this day
with the murder of the American Ambassador in Libya in September 2012).
The rather obvious point here is that 9/11 was for the United States a new
beginning, not least as Booth and Dunne (2011) have pointed out, in bringing
a new type of terror and anxiety to the American homeland and millions of
ordinary citizens, but it was also a continuation of global politics and a
continuation of the international politics given shape by the Cold War
politics of both Washington and Moscow.

So early twenty-first century politics remained deeply affected by the origins
and development of the Cold War and by the policy choices made by earlier
generations of agents. The rise of al-Qaeda for example can be traced to the
emergence of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and other such groups that
were affected by the emergence of the Cold War, not least the US/British-
backed coup against the Iranian leader Mosaddeq in 1953. The Iranian
Revolution in 1979 and the passions roused by events that followed it, such
as the Iraq/Iran War, were framed by the overarching structures of the
Cold War and the decisions taken by those in Washington to contest the
ideological battles with Moscow on every front, especially but not exclusively
those of the Middle East. The mujahidin in Afghanistan – including bin Laden
– were supported by the Pakistani intelligence service, but also supported by
the CIA for geopolitical ones. The logic of the Cold War and the fight with
Communist ‘evil’ therefore had, in some respects, more than a hand in the
creation of al-Qaeda, an irony perhaps best summed up in the CIA term:
‘blowback’ (Johnson, 2004).

In this respect, some of bin Laden’s appeal to some but by no means all
Muslims lay in his skilful use of grievances to Islam such as the very existence of
Israel, the question of Palestine and many other historical ‘wrongs’ that had some
traction for his audience. We may draw a comparison with Communism, which
as an ideology genuinely appealed to many that were, or felt themselves to be, at
odds with a rich and perhaps decadent West. Although here it is interesting that,
unlike Communism, a radical version of Islam has not found a home with
Western intellectuals to anything like the same extent that a form of Communism
did. We need only recall the likes of H.G. Wells visiting the Kremlin to see Stalin.
Indeed, as Amis (2002) has quite recently written, we (in Europe certainly) seem
to have something of a tolerance for Communism although fascism or adherence
to a radicalised Islam would not be greeted in the same vein.
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The key question though for those in the White House was how to react to
this ‘blowback’. Their choice was that of war and the designation of the
enemy, as might have been predicted, if the argument of this article is
convincing, was naturally as constituting an ‘axis of evil’. The commitment
of the United States and its allies to a so-called ‘war on terror’ seemed to
justify all actions perpetrated by ‘the good’ (that is, the United States and its
allies) against its ‘evil’ enemies.

So after the attacks of 9/11, President Bush argued that the war on terror
would begin with the group that had perpetrated the attacks, al-Qaeda, but
that it would certainly not end with them alone. Therefore the war on terror
underpinned a series of activities including extraordinary rendition and
the widespread use of torture at detention facilities in both Iraq and the
Guantanamo Bay Detention Centre in Cuba. These initial wars of the
twenty-first century in Iraq and in Afghanistan rendered permissible a range
of activities that were technically prohibited after 1945, but certainly in Latin
America, for example, some had been part and parcel of covert American
activities for many decades in theatres such as South-East Asia or Central
and Latin America (Stokes, 2005). Despite the nature of many of these covert
wars, what especially concerned some commentators after 9/11 was an
‘institutionalisation’ of illegal activities and especially the practices of
‘torture’. As Sherman (2010) has pithily argued, ‘torture is rarely solo work.
It is a systematic practise, institutionalised by nations and states, supported
hierarchically and requiring the participation of professionals of many
stripes’. Thus what the response to terrorist evil required was a large and
multi-agency bureaucracy to torture, extradite and assassinate, organised
much as Lewis had described in The Screwtape Letters.

Most immediately striking though was the decision of the Bush administra-
tion to return to conventional war. While the strategy to eradicate the Taliban
had engendered understanding and a great deal of sympathy after 9/11, far
more controversial, both abroad and at home, was the decision to remove
Saddam. While there was little sympathy for the dictator, there was a huge
degree of discomfort at the idea of a United States seemingly ‘reckless’ in its
pursuit of evil enemies. After much dissembling to both the American and
British publics, the Bush and Blair leaderships deployed ‘shock and awe’ to
remove the recalcitrant Iraqi leader. Unlike in the summer of 1945 though, an
initial military onslaught did not bring about an unconditional and rapid
surrender. In the case of Iraq, a ‘descent into chaos’ was relatively rapid.
Before long, the United States found itself in the midst of civil war. ‘Shock and
awe’ rapidly turned into insurgency and counter-insurgency. What was meant
to be a post-conflict state building scenario characterised by stabilisation and
democracy moved in the opposite direction. Iraq was beset by the spectre of
sectarian strife, death squads, beheadings, suicide attacks and widespread
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human rights abuses. Of course, ‘the 9/11 Wars’, as they have been termed by
Burke (2011), were also fuelled by resistance to perceived occupation, but this
only served to heighten passions on all sides.

The fighting in the Iraqi city of Fallujah or in Afghanistan’s Korengal
Valley, and later in Helmand and Kandahar, were but the starkest manifes-
tation of a return to visceral warfare. Military deployments and tactical
behaviour underlined an open willingness of the United States to commit troops.
This undoubtedly reflected the sense to which strategic interest, however
considered, had found its way back into war, post 9/11, as well as the extent to
which, the ‘passions’ of the American people had been aroused by the attacks on
the homeland to support the deployment of large numbers of troops. In many
ways, the Clausewitzian idea of people returning to war, even if not directly
involved in the fighting, is directly relevant here. The ‘evil acts’ of 9/11 had
stirred up a desire to make war and prevail (Waldman, 2013). However, 2010 in
Afghanistan was an exceptionally bloody year for the United States alone, with
499 American dead, 5182 wounded and a notable increase in the Afghan
casualties on the receiving end.

The American confrontation with ‘evil’ post 9/11 was therefore, in terms of
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, a sobering one. There was already by 2005 a
palpable sense of exhaustion among policymakers and soldiers, a situation not
dissimilar to the compassion fatigue of the mid-1990s as Ignatieff phrased it.
But here an interesting dynamic is observable over the issue and depth of
suffering caused by al-Qaeda to the citizens of the United States. Let us turn to
Elshtain. She argues that 9/11 demanded an American response indeed after
9/11, ‘it would have been a flight from the serious business of politics to fail to
respond’. She further argues that:

We cannot reveal the fullness of our being, including our deep sociality, if
airplanes are flying into buildings and cities become piles of rubble
composed in part of the mangled bodies. y we fight to protect the
innocent. (Elshtain, in Booth and Dunne, 2011)

But in this heartfelt and no doubt genuine plea to ‘respond’ to ‘evil’ acts, there
is an inherent paradox: the reaction generated by 9/11 meant the calculated
infliction of suffering on innocents on the other side. Shock and awe, then
counter-insurgency and now the use of drone strikes in pursuit of those who
have hurt or may again injure the United States. Elshtain’s point about the
serious business of politics is also an interesting one. How can/should the
business of politics be reconciled with the mechanisms of war? The United
States has, arguably, returned to past behaviour: which is to go back to the fix
of technology to eradicate ‘evil’ after the costs of conventional war have proved
increasingly problematic.
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Drones: A New Evil to Fight Evil?

The increasing reliance of the United States on drone technology in the 9/11
wars is a clear manifestation of a desire to resolve what are essentially political
issues with a short sharp fix that ignores not only some parts of international
law but also the broader strategic picture and, again, importantly inflicts
avoidable suffering on civilian populations. Thus, the constant invocation of
US ‘adversaries’ as ‘evil’ paves the way for a real evil in US policy outcomes –
avoidable and unnecessary suffering.

In this sense, despite the ‘draw down’ of troops in Afghanistan, things are
getting worse not better. The use of drones is increasing. This technology began
to be used in combat missions after President Bush’s Secret Memorandum of
Notification, authorising the CIA to kill members of al-Qaeda in what was
termed ‘anticipatory self-defence’. But what has become increasingly obvious
is that, in practice, drones are a very blunt weapon. US drone strikes in
Afghanistan and Pakistan demonstrate that the technology is not always good
at sorting out the combatant wheat from the non-combatant chaff and when it
fails to do so the political – as well as the human – consequences can be very
severe. As Kilcullen (2009), one of the most astute contemporary commenta-
tors on counterterrorism, pointed out in his testimony to Congress in April
2009, drone strikes often ‘give rise to a feeling of anger that coalesces the
population around the extremists’, or, in other words, the political costs of
using the technology may well outweigh any military benefits.

Drones in so many ways can reduce the risks of conflict for liberal states,
which after more than a decade of the 9/11 wars and a generally recognised
failure of Counter Insurgency (COIN) understandably would rather use drones
than boots on the ground. Indeed, the argument is that the use of drones
removes a need to risk soldiers or indeed civilians in messy COIN activities. An
additional but different argument, widely used by the Obama administration, is
that drones provide a massive step-up in intelligence capability, perhaps negat-
ing the use of human intelligence gathered at some risk in hostile environments
with complex and persistent tribal rivalries. This has been an argument for the
widespread use of drones in Yemen since March 2012, for example, but also for
intelligence-gathering on Iran’s nuclear progress. Added to this is the
pragmatic issue of cost. A Predator might cost around US$4.5 million whereas
a fighter jet around $150 million. Drones seem to provide value for money,
especially when it may cost $1 million to maintain a single American soldier in
Afghanistan. The argument for drone use seems compelling, as persuasive as
the argument over the use of nuclear weapons in 1945 about saving ‘our’
people and even preventing suffering to those on the other side.

The problem here though with the wars fought after 9/11, to arguably
destroy the terrorist threat to Western states, is that the designation of
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al-Qaeda as an effective transnational enemy is increasingly unrealistic, and
claims that the Afghan War (let alone the Iraq War) is about the linkages
between the terrorist group and the Afghan Taliban are increasingly untenable.
Regional experts regard such claims as wholly incorrect (Gerges, 2011). Indeed
there is, as Gerges has pointed out, an increasing tension between a dominant
narrative depicting al-Qaeda as a strategic threat and the reality of that threat,
which is significantly smaller and local. However, the ‘evil’ narrative ascribed
to al-Qaeda, and which seems at least for now to be a highly durable narrative,
is such that every plot and incident is used to reignite the fear of global jihad
when much of the evidence is that those who seek to perpetrate attacks on the
United States, such as the recent attempt in Times Square, are motivated by the
conduct of the (illegal) war in Iraq or the suffering caused by a series of acts of
American power including those of drone strikes. There is therefore a problem
that the narrative and practices of opposing evil which endures in Afghanistan
and Yemen leads to bad, arguably ‘evil’ policy outcomes.

Avoiding ‘Evil’

Therefore the Manichean temptation in US foreign policy invokes evil against
‘others’ but ends up creating results that are describable in the terms that Jeffery
uses and that were quoted earlier as themselves ‘evil’, that is to say in the
infliction of unnecessary and avoidable suffering. How might we respond to this?

There are two things we might do which might allow policymakers to resist
the Manichean temptation. The first is to emphasise the realist strain in US
foreign policy thinking and in particular its opposition to the ‘crusading
moralism’ that so incensed people like Dean Acheson, in the policy sphere, and
Hans Morgenthau in the intellectual one. That tradition is very much alive and
well – one can find it in scholars like John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt –
and arguably it needs to be strengthened and enhanced (Mearsheimer and
Walt, 2003). As Mearsheimer and Walt’s opposition to the Iraq intervention
showed – and as Morgenthau’s opposition to the US war in Vietnam showed in
an earlier generation – such realist foreign policy thinking is a world away from
the caricature that still occupies too many International Relations text books.
Realist thought and practice need not be cynical, nor only about raw power – it
is about genuinely using US power in US interests, and US interests are not
defined in purely material terms. Where there is no well-defined US national
interest (as there certainly was not in Iraq) one has to ask why US force should
be used in any shape or form and certainly not in the ways it is now being used
in parts of Afghanistan, Yemen or Pakistan.

But this support for a ‘Realist’ stance should, I think, go hand in hand with a
recognition that US power in the world needs to be exercised with care and
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with appropriate respect for other regional and local traditions and customs
and that past US policy has created some (understandable) resentment. The
early signs of the Obama administration were encouraging in this regard, but
latterly there has been little effort to put flesh on the bones of this and the
growing and increasing use of drones for a variety of activities, many of which
are illegal, by the president discussed above has put it, if anything, into reverse.

If these two strategies were pursed consistently and convincingly, we might
eventually reach a point at which the Manichean temptation in US foreign
policy would no longer have the appeal it has had certainly since the high
Cold War and arguably perhaps since the end of the nineteenth century, and
in that context, the abandonment of the desire to label opponents of the
United States as ‘evil’ might also lead to policies that did not result in the evil
consequences some recent policies have had, and are having. Avoiding evil in
the one case might mean avoiding it in the other as well. And surely that
would be a gain all round.
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