
Krauthammer, have argued that the
United States is so much stronger than
other countries that it can a≠ord to go it
alone in what he calls “a new unilateral-
ism”: the United States should do as it
pleases, and others will simply have to fall
in line. He notes that the word “empire,”
long banished from American foreign pol-
icy, is gaining a new respectability. A
number of academic writers, including
Tisch professor of history Niall Ferguson,
have compared the United States to the
Roman and British empires. 

Not since the days of Rome has one coun-
try been so large relative to all other nations
as the United States is today. Our de-
fense expenditure is equal to that
of the next 17 countries combined;
our economy is larger than the total
of the next three countries, and
American culture—from Hollywood
to Harvard—has greater global
reach and produces more
soft power than any other
country. 

But as Michael Mandelbaum,

Ph.D. ’75, argues in The Case for Goliath, the
temptation to see ourselves as the 
new Romans should be re-
sisted. Primacy should not
be confused with empire.
Empire involves supreme
control over other peoples.
The United
States is
more pow-

erful compared to other countries than
Britain was at its imperial peak, but we
have less control over what occurs in
other countries than Britain did. For ex-
ample, when I was doing my thesis re-
search in East Africa in the waning days
of the British empire, Kenya’s schools,
taxes, laws, and elections—not to men-
tion external relations—were controlled

by British of-
ficials. This
country has

On Not Going It Alone
A leadership role for America in a world without governance

by joseph s. nye jr.

ow powerful is the united states, and how should 

it relate to the rest of the world? Is America a new ver-

sion of the Roman Empire? These questions are increas-

ingly debated around the world in the aftermath of the

invasion of Iraq.

Some neoconservatives, such as the columnist CharlesH
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The Case for Goliath: 
How America Acts as the
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no such control outside our borders
today. Historically, we have shunned it,
except for the anomalous period at the
beginning of the last century when we
took Puerto Rico and the Philippines
from Spain. In 2003, we could not even
obtain the votes of Chile and Mexico for
a United Nations resolution designed to
legitimize our war with Iraq. Some em-
pire. 

The paradox of American power in 
the twenty-first century is that the
strongest country since Rome cannot
achieve many of its goals by acting alone.
Consider economic policy. International
financial stability is important for our
prosperity, but we need the cooperation
of others to achieve it. The United States
cannot achieve its objective of a new
trade round without the cooperation of
Europe, Japan, and other nations. The in-
formation revolution and globalization
are creating issues that are inherently
multilateral. Global climate change will
a≠ect the quality of life in the United
States, but three-quarters of the problem
arises outside our borders. Diseases such
as AIDS or avian flu, originating in dis-
tant parts of the globe, penetrate our
borders with ease and must be attacked
in cooperation with other countries.
Success against transnational terrorism
will require years of patient civilian co-
operation with others in intelligence
sharing, police work, and tracing of
financial flows. We cannot solve these
problems unilaterally with orders from
imperial headquarters. 

At the same time, American primacy
means that the United States will have to
lead other countries in seeking solutions
to these problems. Scholars have long ar-
gued that the largest country must take
the lead in producing public goods that
benefit everyone, because it is di∞cult
for small countries to get their acts to-
gether to do so. And we do so not out of
charity, but because it is in our interest as
the largest consumer of such public
goods. In the days of British primacy in
the nineteenth century, Great Britain
maintained the balance of power, free-
dom of the seas, a global gold standard,
and an open trading system. Those pub-
lic goods benefited smaller countries, but
they also benefited Britain. As econo-
mists like Charles Kindleberger of MIT
and Robert Gilpin of Princeton pointed
out some time ago, many of the problems
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of the 1930s arose from the fact that the
United States had surpassed Britain in
power, but did not adopt policies that re-
placed British leadership in producing
public goods. Michael Mandelbaum’s
case for the “American Goliath” updates
these well-known arguments for today’s
world. 

Mandelbaum, Herter professor at the
Johns Hopkins School of Advanced Inter-
national Studies, will be familiar to some
readers as a former faculty member in
Harvard’s government department. He
was then, and remains, a fine teacher and
wordsmith with a skill for homely meta-
phor that can illuminate complex con-
cepts. A good example here is his likening
of a world without American leadership
to a freeway full of cars without brakes.
He is an elegant stylist. 

The heart of Mandelbaum’s argument
is familiar, though his form of presenting
it is new. The United States is a benign
Goliath that furnishes services and public
goods to other countries as it pursues its
own interests. In this way, it acts as the
functional equivalent of a government in a
world otherwise without governance. In
the realm of security, American alliances

in Europe and East Asia provide reassur-
ance that enhances stability and allows
economies to flourish. American leader-
ship on nonproliferation of nuclear
weapons plays a similar stabilizing role.
The American dollar helps to provide
monetary stability, and American open-
ness and consumption of international
goods help to maintain the international
trade system. The United States also
helps to ensure the flow of oil from the
Persian Gulf, which benefits all countries
in the global economy. 

World government is unlikely, and nei-
ther the UN nor the European Union nor
any other country is capable of providing
the necessary leadership. “For better or
for worse, therefore, the world has, in the
first decade of the twenty-first century,
no substitute for the United States as the
provider of governmental services to the
international system….Insofar as Ameri-
can foreign policy is unilateral, this is by
default as well as by choice.” Mandel-
baum may disagree with Niall Ferguson
about whether America is an empire, but
he follows Ferguson’s view that the world
would miss American power if it were to
decline. 
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C H A P T E R  &  V E R S E
A correspondence corner for not-so-famous lost words

Anne Daniels wonders if someone can
identify the following statement, which
was “evidently well-known in England
in the 1890s”: Is not “every step we take
in life a death in imagination?”

Nicholas Puner seeks “an excellent Brit-
ish whodunit from the early twentieth
century that turns on the juxtaposition
of train schedules as presented in Brad-
shaw, the compendium of British Rail.”

Marjorie Cohn would like to learn the
exact source of a quotation “from one of
the many books by Van Wyck Brooks.
The author is referring to early art-his-
tory teaching at the Fogg Art Museum”:
“It produced esthete valets for barbarian
collectors.” 

Richard Moskowitz asks if there is any
historical evidence for the specific tour-
nament near Paris referred to in “Le Pas
d’Armes du Roi Jean,” a song by Camille

Saint-Saëns based on the poem of the
same title by Victor Hugo.

William Knecht appeals to readers to
help him find a copy (“even to copy”) of a
1925 book or pamphlet, Captain Joseph Ross
and descendants, records of N.Y. and Pa., by
“(Rev) Charles Nelson Sinnett.” He has
been unable to track one down even
after multiple on-line catalog searches. 

“whale Norwegian” (May-June). Eu-
gene and Catheryn Lausch identified
this “physics poem” as “A Fish Story,” by
Henry Augustin Beers, a professor of
English at Yale from 1875 to 1916. First
published in his Odds and Ends: Verses,
Humorous, Occasional, and Miscellaneous
(1878), it was reprinted under “Facetiae”
in his collected Poems (1921).

Send inquiries and answers to “Chapter
and Verse,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware
Street, Cambridge 02138.
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Hardcover | $24.95

From an idyllic New England
campus to the rarefied art worlds
of Berlin and London, The
Catastrophist charts the course of
one ordinary man’s hilarious
kamikaze mission toward self-
sabotage. With sophisticated and
irreverent wit, Douglas pokes holes
of black humor through all the
things we’re supposed to take
seriously: academia, parenthood,
art, infidelity, sexual harassment,
and even atrocity. 

“Very nearly an
American Lucky Jim:
an acerbic comedy of
manners with serious
issues at its solid core.”  

—Kirkus Reviews

“Both suave and raw,
brainy and hilarious.
This is an extraordi-
nary book.” 

—Mark Costello, author of Big If
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www.otherpress.com | at fine bookstores
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baum says we invaded Iraq when Saddam
Hussein “failed to comply fully” with UN
inspections. In fact, we refused to allow
the inspectors the additional time they re-
quested, and that added to the resentment
felt by other countries. He says we had to
act unilaterally by default rather than de-
sign, because of Europe’s unwillingness to
act. But in 2001, Donald Rumsfeld’s Penta-
gon initially rebu≠ed European o≠ers of
assistance under Article V of the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization. The style of
the neoconservatives’ new unilateralism
undercut the benignity of Goliath’s image.
They would have been more e≠ective had
they paid more attention to our soft power
to attract, rather than focused so heavily
on our hard power to coerce. 

Mandelbaum also shortchanges the
considerable literature on the issue of
public goods and government. Public
goods, once produced, benefit others, and
the producer cannot exclude others from
enjoying those benefits. A well-placed
lighthouse is a classic example. But there
are degrees of public goods. Some coun-
tries may not see the role of the dollar, or
American consumption, or our military
interventions in the same light that we
do. Our unilateralism may produce im-
perfect public goods. In some areas, as
Mandelbaum admits in regard to our con-
sumption of a quarter of the world’s oil,
we are actually adding to the public bad
of greenhouse-gas emissions that con-
tribute to climate change. Finally, the fact
that we produce goods which some other
countries agree are public does not make
us the world’s government. It is possible
for groups of countries to cooperate in in-
ternational institutions to produce public
goods. It is important that the largest
country participate in such institutions if
they are to be e≠ective, and the United
States participates in dozens of such in-
stitutions. But this is global governance,
not government. 

Despite these flaws, Mandelbaum’s
basic argument is correct. There is a case
for Goliath. In an imperfect world, Amer-
ican leadership is crucial. But how we
lead is equally important. 

Joseph S. Nye Jr. is Distinguished Service Professor
and former dean of the Kennedy School of Gov-
ernment. He is the author most recently of The
Power Game: A Washington Novel and of
Soft Power: The Means to Success in
World Politics.
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Measuring Mankind and Muskrats
Ethnographer Robert A. McKennan, Ph.D. ’33, spent 1929 through 1933 documenting
life in several remote Native villages in the interior of Alaska. In addition to produc-
ing landmark scholarly works based on his findings, he kept interesting journals
about his struggles to survive in the wilderness, his frustrations as an anthropolo-
gist, and his field methods. These folksier writings now appear as Tanana and Chan-
dalar: The Alaska Field Journals of Robert A. McKennan, edited by Craig Mishler and
William E. Simeone (University of Alaska Press, $45). McKennan (1903-1982) went
on from Alaska to spend the rest of his career at Dartmouth, where he was co-
founder of the anthropology department. As a graduate student at Harvard, he
studied under physical anthropologist Earnest Hooton, who measured people, and
McKennan dutifully measured Native Alaskans, write the editors, “in service to the
now largely discredited field of anthropometry.” McKennan’s journals suggest that
he did not enjoy this measuring, finding it intrusive. One wonders how he explained
its purpose to the people he sized up. But he did quite a lot, as on March 29, 1930:

M
easured up Big
John today. He did-
n’t seem to resent it
for afterwards he
brought me up a

chunk of moose meat. In Big
John and Paul I seem to have
two faithful retainers. Paul
was in the other day with a
load of bread (I have no oven).
Really it was good, though no
doubt the fact that I didn’t see
Paul knead it added to my en-
joyment. Paul even took me
for a short trip one day on the
plea that I was staying inside
too much and needed the
fresh air.

Paid a late call on Paul. He
had just come in from his trap
line with seven muskrats and
the whole family including Big
John were having a feast. Noth-
ing would have it but I must sit
down and join them. To have
refused would have been most
discourteous, so I complied as
genially as possible. To tell the
truth baked muskrats are not at all bad,
though the process of cooking it was a
trifle startling to the uninitiated. The rats,
having been skinned, were simply placed
in a bake pan along with a little grease
and shoved into the oven. Out they came,
nice and brown to be sure, but looking
frightfully alive to me.

Each rat was on its back, four feet
sticking in the air, the claws and fur

about the feet being left on. The huge in-
cisor teeth gave a diabolical grin to the
head. Indeed the whole picture was
much the same as though a fire had
swept through a caviary. Still, as I said,
the flesh itself was quite good. Since
muskrat is quite greasy and all of us
were using our fingers, a dirty rag was
kept constantly in circulation. Thus are
the amenities observed.

O P E N  B O O K

McKennan doing anthropometry in Upper Nabesna,
Alaska, in 1930. From the book.
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