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Fixing Uncle Sam’s Image Problem
Recogn izin g t h a t  A m er ica  ca n 't  go i t  a l on e is t h e best  wa y  t o boost  t h e cou n t r y 's
st a n din g.
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Since 2 000, th e United States' standin g  h as deter ior ated in  a ll par ts of th e w or ld, and

an ti-A m er icanism  h as gr ow n inten se. Th e 2 008 Pew  Global A ttitu des su r v ey  r ev ea ls th at  in

th e past  eigh t  y ear s, fav or able v iew s of th e Un ited States fell fr om  7 8 per cent to 3 0 per cen t in

Ger m any , 5 0 per cent to 2 2  per cent in  A r gentina  and 7 5  per cent to 3 7  per cen t in  In donesia .

Yet  as bad as th is looks, A m er ica 's im age pr oblem  can  still be h ea led—if th e n ext

adm inistr ation  cor r ectly  diagnoses th e pr oblem .

Many  A m er ican s w a nt to believ e th ings w ill au tom atica lly  g et  better  w h en  Geor ge W. Bu sh

leav es office. Th er e is a  ker n el of tr u th  in  th is. Th e Bu sh  adm inistr ation  h as been  am azingly

incom peten t in  th e Middle East, A fgh an istan , Pakistan  and,  la tely , Geor gia . Yet  th e sam e

adm inistr ation  h as a lso im pr ov ed A m er ica 's r ela tions w ith  Ch ina  and India , su gg esting  th at

not a ll of A m er ica 's PR pr oblem s can  be blam ed on  th e 4 3 r d pr esident.

Th e discor d actu a lly  dates fr om  th e end of th e

cold w ar , w h en  Wash ington  th ou gh tlessly

disengaged fr om  th e w or ld. A fter  w h ipping  u p

th e Islam ist  m u jah edin  into a  fr enzy  to defeat

th e Sov iet  Union  in  A fgh anistan  in  th e 1 9 80s,

th e Un ited States w a lked aw ay  fr om  th em

on ce th e com m u nists w er e defeated—w ith ou t

th inkin g  abou t th e con sequ en ces. Th is

ov er sigh t led dir ectly  to 9 /1 1 . Oth er  a llies like

Pakistan  w er e a lso dr opped, and today

Pakistan  is a  nu clea r -ar m ed—an d deeply

tr ou bled—state.

In  th e 1 9 9 0s, dem ocr acy  pr om otion  r eplaced

an ticom m u n ism  as Wash in gton 's ov er r iding

policy  focu s. A m er ican s ch eer ed r elentlessly  w h en  th e dr u nken  Bor is Yeltsin  w as elected in

1 9 9 1 . Th e Ru ssian  people su ffer ed u nder  h is r u le—bu t A m er icans seem ed not to n otice or  car e.

Now  A m er icans seem  pu zzled by  th e deep r esen tm ent Ru ssian s feel tow ar d th em . Yet  Geor gia

w as only  th e str aw  th at  br oke th e cam el's back—not th e cau se of th e cu r r ent r ift  betw een

Wash in gton  and Moscow .
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Under ly in g  a ll th ese ev ents h as been  a  centr a l sou r ce: Wash ington 's fa ilu r e to th ink

str ategica lly . Th e solu tion , th er efor e, w ou ld be for  th e next  pr esiden t to r ev iv e old-fash ion ed

str ategic policy m aking. Th is isn 't  a  ca ll for  cy nica l r ea lpolit ik; th e United States n eed not

abandon  its idea ls. Bu t it  w ill h av e a  better  ch ance of r ea lizing  th em  if it  takes a  m or e pr u dent

an d str ategic appr oa ch  to w or ld a ffa ir s.

In  pr actice, th is m ea ns r ecognizing  th at  th e Un ited States ca n 't  do ev er y th ing. Like any

nor m al n ation , it  m u st pr ior it ize. A nd it  sh ou ld v iew  th e w or ld as a  sin gle geopolit ica l

ch essboar d. Th is m ean s th at  if Wash in g ton  w ants to im pr ov e its standing  in , for  exam ple,

Indon esia—th e w or ld's m ost popu lou s Mu slim  nation —it  m u st  w or k to addr ess th e A r ab-Isr aeli

conflict .  Su ch  linkag es cou nt.

Th at sa id, th e United States is st ill th e w or ld's str ongest  cou n tr y . Th at m eans it  h as plen ty  of

car ds to play . A s w ell as for m idable h ar d pow er , Wash ington  r eta in s sign ificant  soft

pow er —th e ability  to a ttr act, n ot  com pel. For eign  elites st ill dr eam  of sending  th eir  kids to

U.S. u n iv er sit ies (in deed, a ll th r ee of m y  ch ildr en  ar e h appy  to stu dy  th er e). Mor e br oadly ,

th e A m er ican  Dr eam  continu es to excite th e im agination  of y ou ng people ev er y w h er e. Wer e

su ch  assets deploy ed m or e intelligently ,  Wash ington  cou ld w or k w onder s.

Th at 's especia lly  so becau se A m er icans can 't  get  ev er y th ing  th ey  w ant th r ou gh  th r eats or

for ce a lone. Take th e Islam ic w or ld, w ith  som e 1 .2  billion  in h abitants. Now h er e is th e U.S.

im age pr oblem  w or se. A ga in , th e pr oblem  stem s fr om  poor  policies, especia lly  tow ar d th e

Palestin ian  ter r itor ies. Du r ing  th e cold w ar , Wash ington  tr ied to m ainta in  an  ev enh anded

policy  in  th e r egion . Bu t sin ce th e Ber lin  Wall fell,  A m er ican s h av e dr opped th is

ev en h andedn ess in  fav or  of a  str ong pr o-Isr ael bias. A m er ica n  neocons ar e r igh t  to say  th at

solv ing  th e A r ab-Isr aeli con flict  w ou ldn 't  m agica lly  r esolv e a ll of A m er ica 's im a ge pr oblem s.

Bu t it  w ou ld get  r id of th e m ain  sou r ce of poison. Indeed, th e United States, Isr ael and th e

Palestin ian s w ou ld a ll pr ofit  fr om  a  qu ick m ov e tow ar d a  tw o-state solu tion . Com pr om ise is

cr it ica l; A m er ica  is no longer  as m igh ty  as it  once w as, and it  h as to lear n  to be pr agm atic.

A  sim ilar  pr agm atism  sh ou ld apply  to In dia  and Ch ina . Wash ington  sh ou ld w or k to ensu r e

th eir  em er gence as m oder n , r u les-based cou ntr ies—an d not tr y  to stand in  th eir  w ay . Ch in a 's

r ise is u n stoppable, as is In dia 's.  Best, th er efor e, to m an age th eir  ascendance intelligen tly .

For tu nately , A m er ica  an d Ch ina  (and India) h av e m any  com m on in ter ests. Global w ar m in g,

ener gy  sh or tages, financia l cr ises and h ea lth  epidem ics a ffect  A m er icans, Ch in ese and

Indians a like, and r equ ir e cooper ation  to addr ess.

Th is br in gs u s to an oth er  key  poin t: th e n eed for  m u ltila ter a lism . Th e Bu sh  adm inistr ation

got th ings badly  w r on g by  acting  as if U.S. secu r ity  cou ld be en h anced by  dem olish ing  or

ignor in g  key  agr eem ents, like th e Ky oto accor ds or  th e Com pr eh ensiv e Nu clear -Test-Ban

Tr eaty . Yet  th is r adica l u nila ter a lism  only  endanger ed th e United States, by  u nder m in ing

th e str ong g lobal con sen su s th at  r estr a in s r egim es like Nor th  Kor ea . Wh ile A m er icans like to

sh ow  off th eir  tou gh ness by  m ockin g  m u ltila ter a lism , str ategic th inking  sh ow s th at  th e

United States is w ell ser v ed by  str ength ening, not u nder m in ing, in ter national cooper ation .
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For tu nately , th e econom ic m eltdow n m a y  h av e fina lly  ch an ged A m er icans' v iew s on  th is

qu estion . Th e cr isis sh ow ed h ow  v u lner a ble th e Un ited States is an d h ow , to av er t  a  br oader

depr ession , U.S. policy m aker s m u st coor dinate th eir  r esponse w ith  officia ls in  pla ces like

London, Beijin g , Sin gapor e and Toky o. Du r ing  th e A sian  fina ncia l cr isis of 1 9 9 7 ,  A m er ican

leader s w er e able to com for tably  dish  ou t pr escr iptions w ith ou t w or r y ing  abou t  A m er ica 's

ow n v u ln er abilit ies. Not today : Fed ch a ir m an  Ben  Ber n anke and Tr easu r y  Secr etar y  Hank

Pau lson  h av e needed inter national cooper ation  to stem  th e con tagion .

A ll th is su ggests th a t  th e fir st  step to fix ing  A m er ica 's im age pr oblem  w ill be for  Wash in gton

to acknow ledge th at , despite its pow er , th e United States is n ot  inv u lner able. If it 's going  to

th r iv e in  today 's in ter conn ected w or ld, it  n eeds new  h abits of cooper ation  based on  a  h ea lth y

r espect  for  th e inter ests of ev er y one else. Mu ch  of th e w or ld r em ain s w ell disposed to th e

United States. Bu t A m er ica  needs to r ecipr ocate th is good w ill by  listen in g  car efu lly  to v oices

fr om  ar ou nd th e g lobe and tr y ing  to w or k w ith  th em . A  litt le pr agm atism  in  place of

post-cold-w ar  h u br is w ill go a  lon g  w ay , en h ancing  U.S. secu r ity  and cr eating  a  better  w or ld

in  th e pr ocess.

Mahbubani is  dean of the Lee Kuan Yew  School of Public Policy in Singapore and the author, most

recently, of “The New  Asian Hemisphere: The Irresistible Shift of Global Pow er to the East.”
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