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Why has America with a long liberal tradition come to embrace such seemingly 

illiberal policies and actions as it has in recent years? Michael Desch addressed the 

puzzle of America’s growing illiberalism in his lecture at the Mershon Center. Neither 

the strategy of preemptive war in the international arena, nor overt pursuit of hegemony 

and even imperialism, nor domestic policies such as the Patriot Act and torture of terror 

suspects sit comfortably with the “liberalness” of the American polity. Contrary to 

conventional wisdom, Desch argued that such practices are not reducible to the aftermath 

of 9/11. In fact, one can discern deep roots and continuity with previous periods in 

American history. It is interesting to note the parallels between the policies of the Clinton 

and Bush administrations, for example. Furthermore, this illiberalism is relatively 

bipartisan and not restricted to one side of the political spectrum only. 

     Even liberal states are said to take drastic actions such as the reduction of civil 

liberties when they are faced with a threat. However, according to Desch, America’s 

liberal tradition paradoxically accounts for the contemporary American illiberalism much 

better. There are three mechanisms at work here. The American liberal tradition leads us 

to see the current Global War on Terror (GWOT) as a very different and dangerous type 

of war. Secondly, the threat is perceived to be existential and not just physical. Thirdly, 

terror cannot be deterred or managed, but must be extirpated.  

Desch argued that America’s liberalism differs from other liberalisms (in Europe) 

and is unique in certain respects. Due to America’s experience as a democracy since its 

foundation and lack of feudal past, this tradition sees development as easy. Just changing 
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the incentive structure will lead economic development to take off in a given place. 

Secondly, it assumes that all good things go together. In fact, the desirability of 

democracy in American political thinking is intertwined with the fact that this will lead to 

peaceful states. These two aspects place American thinking in an optimistic and naïve 

progressive light. But it also sees radicalism and revolution as bad, which makes it 

reactionary. Finally, democracy is seen as more important than order. Hence, 

democratization may lead to chaos and disorder in the short-term, but is beneficial in the 

long. 

The dark side of this liberalism is that it has a deep and unwritten, almost tyrannical 

compulsion to impose itself everywhere. This is reflected in the aggressive efforts of the 

US to spread freedom and democracy around the globe. In fact, America seems to have 

fought wars perpetually for perpetual peace throughout its history. Though democracies 

are less likely to fight each other, as the “Democratic Peace” theory argues, it has been 

shown that they in fact go to war more often, albeit against undemocratic regimes. 

Another dark side of America’s liberalism is its compulsion to eradicate non-liberalism 

and difference. McCarythism and the Red Scare are well-known examples in this regard. 

Both of these points spring from the philosophical belief in the superiority of liberalism: 

any other philosophy is not only wrong, but also immoral. 

Desch’s analysis leads him to conclude that Bush and neoconservatives very much 

fall into the liberal camp, particularly in terms of the objectives they seek to achieve 

around the world. The evidence is threefold. First, their belief in the superiority of liberal 

democracy and desirability of spreading freedom for all has led the current administration 

to engage in risky democratization and nation-building projects such as Iraq. Many 

 2



liberals have in fact supported the administration’s illiberal policies. Thirdly, Bush’s and 

liberals’ rationale are remarkably similar. They converge on the desirability of 

preemptive war for national security, constraining the set of freedoms at home and 

allowing for torture in the case of terror suspects. In fact, the most astonishing fact of 

these times is that there has not been much liberal opposition to the neoconservative 

agenda at all. This provides further evidence of the bipartisan nature of America’s 

liberalism. 

Desch argued that the lack of intellectual diversity in America is troubling. One 

cannot discern fundamental differences in the American political spectrum. The only 

differences are on tactical matters, not on ends. In this context, realism may provide an 

appropriate counterweight to liberal hegemony.  

To begin with, the realist worldview and conception would allow one to see terror 

as not more important than Cold war and put it into proper perspective in terms of the 

aims of the enemy and the extent of damage it may ever inflict on Americans. Breaking 

from the liberal conception helps one to see terrorists not as mindless religious fanatics, 

but rational actors within the context of asymmetric warfare. Realism is also more 

comfortable with radical nationalism and sees it not as an aberration, but a key animating 

mechanism of balance. It also places more emphasis on international conventions and 

sees unilateralism as antithetical to long-term US interests and national security. In this 

context, protection of human rights and prevention of torture for all look more important. 

Finally, the pursuit of hegemony by the US is not only unnecessary, but also likely to be 

counterproductive. An empire will always create more enemies and security threats in the 

end.    
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