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Smart Power and US Leadership:
A Critique of Joseph Nye

Paul Cammack

This paper subjects Joseph Nye’s advocacy of soft power (recently 
repackaged as ‘smart’ power) to critical scrutiny, and reflects on the 
implications for US global leadership. It shows that Nye’s position is far 
from multilateralist, still insisting as it does on hard power supremacy 
and the need for America to lead. It then argues that the case made is 
weak, both in theory (because of a misuse of collective action theory) and 
in practice (because of the evidence he himself provides that America is 
unable to provide constructive, co-operative leadership). It concludes that 
the best contribution that America could make to global stability would be 
to relinquish the claim to leadership, not only in cases where it is at odds 
with the international community, or widely seen as itself the source of 
instability, but particularly in cases where shared perspectives regarding 
common goals and approaches do exist.
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Smart Power and US Leadership:  
A Critique of Joseph Nye 

Paul Cammack 
 

 
 

oseph Nye’s much reiterated insistence on the importance of ‘soft power’ is 
invariably deployed to support the argument that in the absence of a credible 
alternative the United States can and must lead in global affairs in the twenty-first 

century world. He has argued consistently over two decades, and continues to argue 
today, that the US remains unchallenged in terms of ‘hard’ power (military and 
economic strength combined), but that because hard power alone is insufficient it 
must be married to ‘power over opinion’ (the power to persuade others to want what 
the US wants). Recent formulations in terms of ‘smart power’ are partly 
presentational (‘smart’ being easier to sell to public and policy-makers alike than 
‘soft’); at the same time, Nye uses the term ‘smart power’ to make the point that soft 
power must be backed by hard power.1 However, the argument has remained the 
same over two decades. His question, as put in the bipartisan 2007 CSIS Report A 
Smarter, More Secure America he co-chaired with Richard Armitage, is ‘How does 
America become the welcomed world leader for a constructive international agenda 
for the twenty-first century?’.2 His answer is that, in terms of style, it must learn to 
cooperate, and to listen;3 in terms of substance, it must ‘first ensure its national 
survival, but then focus on providing global public goods’.4 Underpinning this 
stance are two assumptions: that America (and America alone) can and should lead; 
and that American leaders can win domestic and international support for their 
leadership. I argue that as both are unfounded, insistence on American leadership is 
a massive obstacle to the development of a constructive international agenda. 

The context in which these issues are addressed is not only the current 
presidential campaign, but also the growing debate over the character and future of 
American global leadership. In particular, I am interested in marking the distance 
between Nye’s views and those of commentators who call for American recognition 
of the need for genuine multilateralism.5 On the grounds that Nye’s position is and 
has been influential, and may continue to be in the future, this paper has the specific 
and limited purpose of establishing precisely what it is that Nye argues and assessing 
the credibility of the argument, as a contribution to the larger developing debate 
over US global leadership. The first section lays out the foundations of Nye’s 
argument, identifying fundamental flaws in his theorisation of leadership. The 
second and third sections set out and assess his agenda for foreign policy reform, 
finding it wrong-headed, incoherent and lacking in credibility. The final section 
concludes, against Nye, that the greatest contribution to the global public good that 
America could make would be let others lead, and to contribute to and engage fully 
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with their leadership. As will become apparent, this conclusion does not apply only 
to high-profile cases in which American actions and preferences have been 
significantly at odds with those of other leading states (Iraq, Israel–Palestine and 
Kyoto, among others, readily come to mind), or even to those, such as the 
management of the current global financial crisis, where America is widely seen as 
the source of the problem and is therefore unlikely to inspire trust as the source of 
the solution. Rather, it suggests that there is an imperative need to rethink, in a 
much more fundamental manner than Nye imagines, the place of American 
leadership in a ‘post-American World’.6 To this extent, the argument applies just as 
much, and perhaps even more, to issues on which America is at one with allies and 
partners as to those on which it is not. In sum, Nye continues to concern himself 
with the question of how America should lead, taking it for granted that it must. If 
the move to a genuinely multilateral world requires acceptance that it cannot and 
should not, it would be a mistake to underestimate the extent to which even those 
elite American actors such as Nye who are identified as moderate and 
internationalist remain to be convinced. 

Soft power, liberal realism and the issue of leadership 
Soft power, according to Nye, involves three resources—culture, political values and 
foreign policies—and is an essential component of effective policy-making in the 
‘global information age’. In an analogy to which he repeatedly returns, ‘the agenda of 
world politics has become like a three-dimensional chess game in which one can win 
only by playing vertically as well as horizontally’.7 In this game, classic interstate 
military issues are on the top board, interstate economic issues are on the middle 
board, and on the bottom board are transnational issues—terrorism, international 
crime, climate change and the spread of infectious diseases. On the top board the US 
is ‘the only superpower with global military reach’; on the second it must cooperate 
with the European Union, Japan, China and others, and on the third, ‘power is 
widely distributed and chaotically organized among state and nonstate actors’.8  

As Nye is quick to point out, it was E.H. Carr who identified ‘power over 
opinion’ as the third form of power alongside military and economic power.9 
Whether Nye was wise to introduce the contrast between ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ power and 
thereby to blur Carr’s insistence that power over opinion was ‘not less essential for 
political purposes than military and economic power, and has always been closely 
associated with them’10 need not concern us, because he remains faithful to Carr in 
arguing that soft power complements hard power, but does not replace it. It is 
consistent with this that Nye should call himself, as he does, a ‘liberal realist’.11 His 
fundamentally realist approach is revealed in the hierarchy the three-dimensional 
chess game reflects and in a persistent statism that survives his early association 
with ‘interdependence’.12 Although he argued in Bound to Lead that contemporary 
developments in global politics were more consistent with ‘a hypothesis of power 
diffusion related to a new agenda in world politics…than with a theory of hegemonic 
decline of a United States pressed by rising challengers’,13 the core of the book was 
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devoted to an assessment of the capacity of the Soviet Union, China, the European 
Union and Japan to challenge for power. And even though he concluded again that 
the problem was ‘not that one or the other of America’s postwar allies will challenge 
the United States for hegemony, but that the United States will have to adapt to new 
patterns of interdependence and new political agendas in the twenty-first century’, 
he still went through the exercise of assessing the claims of each potential 
challenger in turn.14 In this respect, and in his normative preference for state over 
non-state actors, Nye in 2008 is as unreconstructed as ever:  

At the moment, the United States is unlikely to face a challenge to its 
pre-eminence from other states unless it acts so arrogantly that it helps 
the others to overcome their incompatibilities and work together. The 
greater challenge for the United States will be to learn how to work 
with other countries to better control the non-state actors that will 
increasingly share the stage with nation-states. How to control the 
bottom chessboard in a three-dimensional game and how to make 
hard and soft power reinforce each other are the key foreign policy 
challenges for American leadership [emphasis mine].15 

As is evident, Nye has never embraced the implications of his own ‘hypothesis of 
power diffusion’. Within the uncompromisingly realist framework to which he 
clings, he cannot imagine any situation other than one in which the US 
unequivocally takes the lead—and this despite a youthful flirtation with the notion of 
‘multiple leadership’.16 In successive prefaces to the hardback and paperback editions 
of Bound to Lead he argued that ‘if the most powerful country fails to lead, the 
consequences for the rest of the world may be disastrous’;17 and ‘if the largest power 
does not lead in organizing multilateral action, no one will’.18 His argument at that 
time, that interdependence could only be managed by continued US leadership, was 
no aberration.19 It is consistent with his more recent insistence that the need to 
cooperate does not preclude the claim to lead: ‘we are not only bound to lead, but 
bound to cooperate’.20 Elsewhere, however, he goes further, adopting rhetorical 
formulations that overlook cooperation altogether to represent the choice as being 
between American leadership on the one hand, and abstention or isolationism on 
the other: 

[H]ow will the only superpower guide its foreign policy after the 
experience of the Iraq War? Will it provide global leadership or 
conclude that the best course in world affairs is to remain 
uninvolved?21 

Again, this is no aberration, but a reflection of an enduring cast of mind. The same 
thought was expressed as follows in Bound to Lead: 

Although polyarchy rests in part on the diffusion of power to nonstate 
actors and small states, its implications for stability and welfare will 
depend heavily on whether the largest state takes a lead in organizing 
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collective action among other states or if it simply allows a new 
feudalism to develop [emphasis mine].22 

Given Nye’s various remarks on multiple leadership, the diffusion of power, and 
cooperation (not to mention the everyday understanding of cooperation as 
association for common benefit), one might have expected a middle term—
engagement with and active contribution to the leadership of others when 
appropriate. As it is, his own definition of cooperation seems to be ‘my way or the 
highway’. To see why, we need to turn briefly to the theoretical foundation on which 
his position rests. 

Nye’s conflation of the need to cooperate with the need to lead can be traced 
back to a recurrent slippage in his use of collective action theory. Consider the 
following statements, in the light of the categorical insistence on the need for US 
leadership highlighted above: 

According to the logic of collective action, if the largest beneficiary of 
a public good (like the United States) does not take the lead in 
providing disproportionate resources toward its provision, the smaller 
beneficiaries are unlikely to be able to produce it because of the 
difficulties of organising collective action when large numbers are 
involved.23 

The United States has provided a disproportionate share of the 
resources to address these challenges, but has also been the largest 
beneficiary. In the absence of U.S. leadership, regional powers would 
be unlikely to achieve the same degree of cooperation because of the 
difficulties of organizing collective action. Although it may be true that 
regional powers enjoy the benefits of this system without expending 
the same resources, American engagement is critical to any meaningful 
manifestation of global collective will.24

 

As is stated in the first of these passages, the implication of collective action theory 
is that the largest beneficiary should assume the largest cost, or take the lead in the 
share of resources provided, not that they should organise or dictate the terms of the 
collective action that ensues. Similarly, in the second passage, the reference to US 
leadership in the second sentence is clearly understood in context as involving two 
things: the contribution of a ‘disproportionate share of resources’ mentioned in the 
first, and the engagement in the process itself mentioned in the third. It is clear here 
that it is crucial that the United States should contribute and cooperate, but again, it 
does not follow that it must also dictate the terms, and no such argument is made. 
The problem is that Nye does not respect these crucial distinctions elsewhere in his 
work. He moves away from leadership in the provision of resources and engagement 
with collective regimes to argue for US provision, leadership and control of collective 
regimes. If he were consistent with the claims of collective action theory he would 
not ask how America can become a ‘welcomed world leader’, but rather how America 
can contribute and cooperate (at times accepting the leadership of others) in the 
shared provision of a constructive world agenda. 

          8



4 9
t h

 P a r a l l e l                  I S S U E  2 2  ·  A U T U M N  2 0 0 8  ·  P a u l  C a m m a c k  

 

As we shall see in the following section, this theoretical slippage has real effects; 
shaping the agenda Nye sets out for a new foreign policy and forcing him into an 
impasse. On issue after issue, he recommends that the US should put forward its 
own alternative to collective regimes, either under discussion or in force without US 
participation or support, rather than commit to those regimes. At the same time he 
piles up evidence that it is far from ready or willing to do so. Insistence on America’s 
status as the ‘only superpower’, obsessive concern with potential rivals, and jealous 
defence of the coveted position of ‘Number One’ has become counter-productive. Far 
from it being the case that hard power plus soft power equals smart power, 
America’s reluctance to compromise its preponderance in terms of hard power acts 
as an impediment to rational action in the international arena. Hard power can 
detract from soft power, and the smart thing to do would be to recognise it. 

The agenda for reform: American national interest and global public goods 
Nye has made a case in the 2007 CSIS Commission Report and in a number of 
individual publications over recent months for a foreign policy that answers both to 
America’s national interest and the need for global public goods. Taken together, 
they identify an agenda against which his aspirations for smart power and the 
recovery of US leadership can be assessed. 

The starting point for the CSIS Report is the frank admission that ‘America’s 
image and influence are in decline around the world’.25 The task ahead, then, is to 
restore America’s capacity to lead. The Report argues that ‘the United States must 
become a smarter power by investing once again in the global good—providing 
things that people and government in all quarters of the world want but cannot 
attain in the absence of American leadership [emphasis mine]’.26 Five critical areas are 
identified: alliances, partnerships and institutions; global development; public 
diplomacy; economic integration; and technology and innovation. The first of these 
involves both renewed commitment to a reformed United Nations (in relation to 
peace-keeping and peace-building, counterterrorism, global health, and energy and 
climate), reinvigorated alliances, and ‘working to erase the perception that the 
United States has double standards when it comes to abiding by international law’.27 
The second requires ‘strengthening relationships with international and domestic 
partners and trying to build a more unified approach at home and abroad’.28 The 
third calls for ‘respect toward other countries and a willingness to understand local 
needs and local issues’.29 The fourth notes the benefits of trade (and calls for them to 
be more widely distributed), warns that the United States ‘must do more to prepare 
itself for increasing economic competition’, and urges the next administration to ‘re-
examine the public school system to ensure that we are graduating high school 
students ready for work, college, and citizenship’, and to engage the corporate sector 
in the task of training the next generation of workers.30 The fifth calls for US 
leadership ‘to shape a new energy framework in a carbon-constrained world’.31

 

Nye’s subsequent publications offer variations on the same themes. In one 
version six priorities are identified: the US should maintain regional balances of 
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power, promote an open economic system, ‘keep the international commons [the 
climate, endangered species, outer space, cyberspace] open to all’, develop and 
maintain international legal regimes and institutions, make international 
development a higher priority, and act as a mediator and convenor of coalitions.32 In 
another, explicitly addressed to ‘the next president’, the same case is made for 
leadership on the issue of global public goods, while the general priorities are 
identified as ‘providing security for the United States and its allies, maintaining a 
strong domestic and international economy; avoiding environmental disasters (such 
as pandemics and negative climate change); and encouraging liberal democracy and 
human rights at home and abroad where feasible at reasonable levels of cost [sic]’.33 
Here, five major challenges that a new leader could face are identified: the 
intersection of terrorism with nuclear materials; political Islam and how it develops; 
the rise of a hostile hegemon in Asia; ‘an economic depression that could be 
triggered by financial mismanagement or a crisis that disrupts global access to the 
Persian Gulf’; and ecological breakdowns such as pandemics or climate change.34

 

The CSIS Report in particular provides detailed evidence that American 
leadership is in crisis. It argues that America has relied over much on hard power 
and enjoyed limited success in building soft power instruments, and that it attracts 
hostility and distrust precisely because it is the sole superpower.35 It laments the fact 
that ‘one opinion poll after another has demonstrated that America’s reputation, 
standing, and influence are at all-time lows, and possibly sinking further’, so that for 
foreign leaders, endorsement of US policy is the ‘kiss of death’.36 It recognises that 
America’s refusal to sign up to Kyoto, accept the jurisdiction of the International 
Criminal Court, or put its name to the Mine Ban Treaty and the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child have won it a reputation for unwillingness to cooperate with 
other states; and it notes that the ineffective response to Hurricane Katrina at home 
and to the task of restoring civil order and basic services in Iraq have damaged its 
reputation for technical competence.37 As a consequence of these and other failings it 
concludes that America’s standing is very low in the Middle East (where ‘deep and 
growing hostility’ prevails among the crucial moderate middle sectors) and in 
Pakistan, low in Europe, Russia, Latin America; and only middling in Southeast and 
Northeast Asia and China (though better in Africa and India).38

 

As regards the domestic environment, the Report finds that ‘U.S. foreign policy 
institutions are fractured and compartmentalized’, while spending on public 
diplomacy ‘has remained at levels well below the USIA budgets at the start of the 
1990s’.39 And it notes that most Americans ‘do not wish to have domestic laws that 
have been written and passed by elected representatives superseded by international 
institutions over which [they] feel they have little input or control’,40 while their 
confidence in the government’s ability to handle international problems is at its 
lowest level since 1972.41 Nye’s subsequent articles reinforce this assessment: the US 
Congress is too assertive on international issues and insufficiently robust in relation 
to domestic problems; Americans are unwilling to invest resources in ‘non-military 
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aspects of foreign affairs; on the global climate, ‘America has failed to lead’; and on 
the promotion of international development, its record is ‘less than impressive’.42

 

In large part, this situation is blamed upon the poor integration of hard and soft 
power tools. In the concluding chapter of the CSIS Report, ten ‘interrelated factors 
that hinder the U.S. government’s ability to bring about this integration’ are 
identified: there is little capacity for making trade-offs at the strategic level; 
programmes promoting soft power lack integration and coordination; the US 
government had not invested sufficiently in civilian tools; civilian agencies have not 
been staffed or resourced for extraordinary missions; diplomacy today requires new 
methods compared to traditional diplomacy; insufficient authority resides in field 
organisations; civilian agencies lack regional operational capabilities; short-term 
exigencies tend to drive out long-term planning; Congress and the executive branch 
need a new understanding; and many of the tools that promote change are not in 
the hands of government.43

 

The detailed policy recommendations that flow from this candid depiction of the 
crisis of America’s global leadership are set out in five general principles that should 
guide the next administration, and seven specific recommendations arising from 
them. The five principles are to make strategic trade-offs among competing 
priorities; elevate and integrate the unique dimensions of development, diplomacy, 
and public diplomacy into a unified whole; have Congress act as a partner and 
develop proper authorising and appropriating structures to support a smart power 
strategy; move more discretionary authority and resources into field organisations 
and hold them accountable for results; and have the government learn to tap into 
and harness the vast soft power resources in the private sector and civil society.44 
And the seven specific recommendations for reform are to create a ‘smart power 
deputy’; to add greater coordination capacity to the executive secretariat; to create a 
cabinet-level voice for global development; to establish a Quinquennial Smart Power 
Review; to resource a ‘float’ for civilian agencies; to strengthen civilian agency on a 
regional basis; and to establish a new institution for international knowledge and 
communication.45 At the same time, five ‘signature initiatives’ are proposed, one for 
each of the areas covered in the Report: to invest in a new multilateralism, build a 
global health network, invest in educational exchanges, relaunch the Doha Round 
on more equitable terms, and invest in a clean energy future.46

 

A large part of the Report is concerned, then, with internal reforms to foreign 
policy-making. At the same time, it ties the development and operation of smart 
power generally to the cause of restoring American leadership, as the detailed 
agendas for each of the five signature initiatives reveal. All feature significant new 
ventures to be originated by the United States, often in place of existing international 
organisations and regimes. On the new multilateralism the new administration 
should ‘propose a set of high-level meetings’ through the G-8 summit process on 
energy and climate, non-proliferation, global health, education and the world 
economy; on health, it should create a ‘US Global Health Corporation’; on 
educational exchanges, it should prioritise bilateral programmes with China and 
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India; on Doha, it should ‘negotiate a “plurilateral” agreement among those WTO 
members willing to move directly to free trade on a global basis’; and on the issue of 
energy and environmental policy it should launch its own new initiative around a 
common principles charter.47 Elsewhere Nye expresses the view that ‘the United 
States will continue to be in a position to provide leadership in managing global 
security in all its dimensions’.48 His ambitions for American leadership across the 
board, then, are undiminished.  

Bound to lead? 
In advocating a liberal realist foreign policy, Nye cautions that ‘one should judge a 
vision by whether it balances ideals with capabilities: anyone can produce a wish list, 
but effective visions combine feasibility with the inspiration’.49 How convincing, 
then, is his argument that the generation of smart power can restore American 
leadership? 

To begin with the obvious, one of the clearest conclusions to be drawn from the 
CSIS Report in particular is that whatever its aspirations, America is in no position 
to lead at present, or in the foreseeable future. The premise of the Report, after all, is 
that America is not investing in the global good: that it lacks commitment to the 
United Nations and is widely seen as applying double standards; that it has weak 
relationships with international and domestic partners and weakly aligned 
international and domestic agendas; that it lacks respect for other countries and a 
willingness to listen and understand; that it distributes economic rewards unequally 
at home and is ill-prepared for international competition; that its education system 
is failing, and its corporate sector is poorly attuned to national imperatives; and that 
its position on energy supplies and environmental issues is at odds with the rest of 
the world.  

At the same time, the fractured and compartmentalised nature of US foreign 
policy institutions which the Report highlights is not a consequence of the Bush 
presidency, but according to Nye himself the legacy of a government system 
designed in the eighteenth century ‘to maximize liberties rather than efficiency in 
power conversion’.50 If the tendency of the ‘notoriously messy’ foreign policy-making 
process to give rise to short-termism, parochialism and the need for a greater power 
of co-ordination from the White House is as embedded as Nye supposes,51 it is 
unlikely to be resolved by the exhortation that the executive and legislative branches 
should work together better, or by the appointment of a smart power deputy, 
however smart.  

Similarly, the domestic and international impediments to American leadership 
the Report enumerates long predate the Bush presidency and the Iraq war. Two 
decades ago, as today, the priority was for the United States to ‘develop better 
approaches to multilateral burden sharing’.52 Two decades ago, as today, the 
problems thrown up by interdependence were ‘ecology, drugs, AIDS, terrorism’.53 
Two decades ago, as today, fundamental domestic reforms were required if America 
was to realise its potential to lead.54 Two decades ago, as today, Americans were too 
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parochial, and inattentive to external changes.55 In fact over-reliance on hard power, 
limited success in developing soft power instruments, the weakness of and low 
investment in public diplomacy, the failures of the educational system and the 
dwindling capacity of America to compete internationally were all identified as 
problems in Bound to Lead. Nye’s confidence that they can be swiftly overcome flies 
in the face of his own evidence.  

The intractability of these problems, and the extent to which they have been 
compounded during the Bush presidency, is nowhere better illustrated than in those 
relating to ‘international competitiveness and its ability to convert power resources 
into effective influence’.56 In Bound to Lead Nye highlighted four areas of concern in 
the economy: the slowdown in the rate of growth of productivity (on which he was 
relatively sanguine); the diminishing lead in research and development; the 
inadequate return on investment in education; and the decline in savings, matched 
by rising levels of personal and national indebtedness; and he suggested on the latter 
that ‘the key constraints may be more political than economic’.57 According to the 
OECD’s latest Economic Survey, all of these remain issues of concern.58 Rising 
inequality, faltering investment in research and development, continuing reliance on 
a low tax regime that favours debt-led consumption and widespread concerns about 
the quality of primary and secondary education were major concerns even before the 
‘credit crunch’ and the prospect of low to flat growth for the foreseeable future put a 
major question mark against the sustainability of America’s lead in international 
competitiveness.59  

In this context, it all but beggars belief that Nye should offer the bland 
comment, with the ‘credit crunch’ and its impact upon global financial markets 
already in full swing, that ‘international financial stability is vital to the prosperity of 
Americans, but the United States needs the cooperation of others to attain it’.60 In 
this case in particular, the credibility of the United States is so low that the notion of 
a general welcome for American leadership verges on the surreal. At the same time 
such insouciance, when the current causes of global financial instability stem directly 
from reckless domestic policies in the United States, themselves rooted in the 
incapacity of its government to break with the culture of indebtedness, betokens a 
lack of awareness of sentiment around the world.  

This in turn raises a broader question regarding Nye’s unswerving commitment 
to such ‘American values’ as democracy, globalisation, and an open international 
economy. Nye himself is intermittently aware that commitment to such values does 
not necessarily translate into support for America.61 Kohut and Wike, similarly 
inclined to assert American ownership over these ideas, have recently commented 
that ‘the 2007 Pew Global Attitudes survey revealed the extent to which there is 
broad support for democracy, capitalism and globalization throughout all regions of 
the world, including Muslim nations. Support for American ideas, however, does 
not necessarily translate into warm feelings for the United States’.62 The data on 
which they base this statement bear examination (Table 1). 
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Table 1: Political Attitudes in Selected Muslim Countries 

 Egypt Indonesia Malaysia Turkey 

Positive towards trade 61 71 91 73 

Positive towards foreign companies 68 62 80 – 

Positive towards free markets 50 45 71 60 

Favourable to the US 21 29 27 9 

Source: Andrew Kohut & Richard Wike, ‘All the World’s a Stage’, National Interest online, 5 May 2008 

 

In the light of such evidence, it is entirely counter-productive for the United States 
to claim ownership of such ideas, or leadership in their dissemination. It is 
unequivocally the case here that American interests, in so far as they revolve around 
these values, would be best served by dropping the counter-productive claim that 
they are intrinsically ‘American’ values, and dissociating them from the United 
States—in other words, by entrusting leadership in these areas to others. There are 
after all plenty of candidates—the OECD and the European Union prominent 
among them.63  

The case against American leadership in international political economy is all 
the stronger because Nye’s assumption that promoting an open international 
economic system is good for American economic growth is itself coming under 
question in the United States itself. It is not that American liberals have lost faith in 
openness, but that it is increasingly identified as politically problematic. As Larry 
Summers put it in a widely noted commentary, ‘In a world where Americans can 
legitimately doubt whether the success of the global economy is good for them, it 
will be increasingly difficult to mobilise support for economic internationalism’.64 
The ambitious reform agenda he advocates echoes Nye in insisting that America 
must ‘take the lead’ (in promoting global co-operation in the tax arena in this case).65 
But at the same time it points directly to real and enduring difficulties on the 
domestic political front, which the protectionist gestures that surfaced in the contest 
for the Democratic nomination have only served to highlight. More broadly, the 
view expressed by Philip Stephens, also in the pages of the Financial Times, suggests 
that Nye is light years away from grasping the implications of the new world in 
which they find themselves: ‘Globalisation need not be a zero-sum game. But if the 
west is going to adapt, it must recognise that it can no longer expect to write the 
rules’.66 

Conclusion 
More than thirty years ago Nye put his name to the observation, in the context of 
the need for ‘multiple leadership’ in conditions of interdependence, that the leaders 
on any particular issue ‘should be those with large stakes in a regime and a political 
and economic system at home that allows them some leeway for leadership on the 
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issue [emphasis mine]’.67 Since then, he has insisted that America must be ‘able to 
control the political environment and to get other nations to do what it wants’.68 Yet 
on the evidence marshalled above, American ‘soft power’—the means through 
which this goal is to be achieved—is comprehensively in crisis: its culture widely 
rejected, its political values betrayed in the eyes of many around the world, and its 
foreign policies lacking in legitimacy and moral authority.69 What is more, some of 
Nye’s own analysis, and much else besides, suggests that this is precisely because the 
political and economic system of the United States today does not afford the 
leadership the leeway required to take an international lead for the global public 
good. It follows that the United States can best secure its interests by dropping the 
insistence that it must lead, and offering active support for initiatives arising 
elsewhere instead. Fareed Zakaria puts the point clearly: ‘The fundamental issue is 
whether the United States has the desire to create common ground and can place 
common interests above the desire to be in control’.70 Or to put the point another 
way, one could say that there are some specific issues on which America should not 
lead, and other specific issues on which America, for the foreseeable future at least, 
cannot lead. But my argument goes further, to suggest that America’s greatest 
contribution to a multilateral world, in which the massive changes that have taken 
place over the last two decades are recognised and accepted and their challenges 
addressed, would be to relinquish the claim to leadership particularly in cases where 
shared perspectives regarding common goals and approaches do exist. Otherwise, it 
wastes soft power resources in both areas—on the one hand by insisting on 
initiatives and actions that do not command general consent, and on the other by 
insisting on being accorded the leadership role when it has no reason to do so 
except to retain the claim to leadership itself.  

In such a general context, America’s demand to lead itself becomes the central 
problem, and an obstacle to the development of a constructive international agenda. 
One of the reasons that Nye cannot think this thought has been identified above—
his ill-founded assumption that collective action theory supports the claim for 
American leadership across the board. Another, ironic in view of the insistence 
throughout Soft Power on the need for America to listen, is that neither he nor his 
illustrious colleagues associated with the CSIS Commission Report show any 
interest in opinions inaccessible either from the Beltway or the banks of the River 
Charles.71 Such, of course, is the way with fading empires.  
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