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‘Indispensable Nation’ No More
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“Only those of us who were born under Queen Victoria,” wrote Ronald Knox, “know what
it feels like to assume, without questioning, that England is permanently top nation, that
foreigners do not matter, and that if worst comes to the worst, Lord Salisbury will send a
gunboat.” Knox offered this trenchant observation, redolent with irony and perhaps
tinged with regret, not as a policymaker or strategic thinker, but from the vantage point
of a clergyman. From the 1920s through the 1950s, Monsignor Knox was the most
famous and influential Catholic priest in all of Great Britain. As such, he entertained a
distinct perspective on what actually qualifies as permanent and what merely offers the
appearance.

While perhaps using different terms—our preference is for dispatching nuclear aircraft carriers
rather than gunboats—Americans born after World War II came into adulthood imbued with
precisely the same sentiment about their own country. From the mid-1940s onward, the primacy of
the United States was assumed as a given. History had rendered a verdict: we—not the Brits and
certainly not the Germans, French, or Russians—were number one, and, more importantly, were
meant to be. That history’s verdict might be subject to revision was literally unimaginable, especially
to anyone making a living in or near Washington, D.C.

If doubts remained on that score, the end of the Cold War removed them. With the fall of the Berlin
Wall and the collapse of communism, politicians, journalists, and policy intellectuals threw
themselves headlong into a competition over who could explain best just how unprecedented, how
complete, and how wondrous was the global preeminence of the United States.

Choose your own favorite post-Cold War paean to American power and privilege. Mine remains
Madeleine Albright’s justification for some now-forgotten episode of armed intervention, uttered 20
years ago when American wars were merely occasional (and therefore required some nominal
justification) rather then perpetual (and therefore requiring no justification whatsoever).

“If we have to use force,” Secretary of State Albright announced on morning television in February
1998, “it is because we are America. We are the indispensable nation. We stand tall. We see further
into the future.”

Back then, it was Albright’s claim to American indispensability that stuck in my craw. Yet as a
testimony to ruling class hubris, the assertion of indispensability pales in comparison to Albright’s
insistence that “we see further into the future.”

In fact, from February 1998 down to the present, events have time and again caught Albright’s “we”
napping. The 9/11 terrorist attacks and the several unsuccessful wars of choice that followed offer
prime examples. But so too did Washington’s belated and inadequate recognition of the
developments that actually endanger the wellbeing of 21st-century Americans, namely climate
change, cyber threats, and the ongoing reallocation of global power prompted by the rise of China.
Rather than seeing far into the future, American elites have struggled to discern what might happen
next week. More often than not, they get even that wrong.
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Like some idiot savant, Donald Trump understood this. He grasped that the establishment’s formula
for militarized global leadership applied to actually existing post-Cold War circumstances was
spurring American decline. Certainly other observers, including contributors to this publication, had
for years been making the same argument, but in the halls of power their dissent counted for
nothing.

Yet in 2016, Trump’s critique of U.S. policy resonated with many ordinary Americans and formed the
basis of his successful run for the presidency. Unfortunately, once Trump assumed office, that
critique did not translate into anything even remotely approximating a coherent strategy. President
Trump’s half-baked formula for Making America Great Again—building “the wall,” provoking trade
wars, and elevating Iran to the status of existential threat—is, to put it mildly, flawed, if not
altogether irrelevant. His own manifest incompetence and limited attention span don’t help.

So the nation today finds itself in an interesting predicament. The media elites that drive the
national conversation have reached the conclusion that nothing surpasses in importance Trump’s
removal from office. The midterm elections that returned the Democrats to power in the House have
heightened expectations of the Trump era coming to an end. This has injected into the early
maneuvering for the 2020 presidential election a palpable sense of urgency. Sensing opportunity,
candidates rush to join the competition. The field promises to be a crowded one.

Among progressives, the presence of women, people of color, and at least one gay person in the race
suggests that something of epic importance is about to unfold. Maybe so. But here’s one thing that’s
likely to be missing: any serious assessment of the costs and consequences of recent policies
formulated pursuant to the insistence that the United States is, as Monsignor Knox put it,
“permanently top nation.”

The gatekeepers of the orthodoxy, united in denouncing Trump, will not permit any such
assessment. So the coming campaign will no doubt be entertaining. In some respects, it may also be
enlightening. But in all likelihood, it will leave untouched the basic premises of U.S. policy—the
bloated military budget, the vast empire of bases, the penchant for interventionism, all backed by
the absurd claims of American exceptionalism voiced by the likes of Madeleine Albright and her
kindred spirits.

When Ronald Knox was born, Queen Victoria presided over an empire on which the sun never set. By
the time he died during the reign of Victoria’s great-great-granddaughter, that empire had vanished.
Funny how quickly these things can happen.
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