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(The) conservative alternative to realism is often lazily and invidiously called neoconservatism, but it is
a very odd name for a school whose major proponents in the world today are George W. Bush and
Tony Blair – if they are neoconservatives, than Margaret Thatcher was a liberal. There’s nothing neo
about Bush, and there’s nothing con about Blair.
Yet they are the principal proponents today of what might be called democratic globalism, a foreign
policy that defines the national interest not as power but as values, and that identifies one supreme
value, what John Kennedy called ‘the success of liberty’. As President Bush put it in his speech at
Whitehall last November: ‘The United States and Great Britain share a mission in the world beyond
the balance of power or the simple pursuit of interest. We seek the advance of freedom and the
peace that freedom brings’.
Beyond power. Beyond interest. Beyond interest defined as power. That is the credo of democratic
globalism. Which explains its political appeal: America is a nation uniquely built not on blood, race or
consanguinity, but on a proposition – to which its sacred honor has been pledged for two centuries.
This American exceptionalism explains why non‐Americans find this foreign policy so difficult to
credit: why Blair has had more difficulty garnering support for it in his country; and why Europe, in
particular, finds this kind of value‐driven foreign policy hopelessly and irritatingly moralistic…
Today, post‐9/11, we find ourselves in a similar existential struggle but with a different enemy: not
Soviet communism, but Arab‐Islamic totalitarianism, both secular and religious. Bush and Blair are
similarly attacked for naively and crudely casting this struggle as one of freedom versus unfreedom,
good versus evil. Now, given the way not just freedom but human decency were suppressed in both
Afghanistan and Iraq, the two major battles of this new war, you would have to give Bush and Blair’s
moral claims the decided advantage of being obviously true.
…democratic globalism…has, in this decade, rallied the American people to a struggle over values. It
seeks to vindicate the American idea by making the spread of democracy, the success of liberty, the
ends and means of American foreign policy. I support that. I applaud that. But I believe it must be
tempered in its universalistic aspirations and rhetoric from a democratic globalism to a democratic
realism. It must be targeted, focused and limited. We are friends to all, but we come ashore only
where it counts. And where it counts today is that Islamic crescent stretching from North Africa to
Afghanistan.
In October 1962, during the Cuban Missile Crisis, we came to the edge of the abyss. Then,
accompanied by our equally shaken adversary, we both deliberately drew back. On September 11,
2001, we saw the face of Armageddon again. But this time with an enemy that does not draw back.
This time the enemy knows no reason. Were that the only difference between now and then, our
situation would be hopeless. But there is a second difference between now and then: the uniqueness
of our power, unrivalled, not just today but ever. That evens the odds. The rationality of the enemy is
something beyond our control. But the use of our power is within our control. And if that power is
used widely, constrained not by illusions and fictions but only by the limits of our mission – which is to
bring a modicum of freedom as an antidote to nihilism – we can prevail.
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