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Dr Leslie Vinjamuri 

Good afternoon.  Welcome to Chatham House.  Good to see so many familiar faces in the audience.  I’m 

Leslie Vinjamuri, Head of the US and Americas Programme here at Chatham House.  It is such a true 

honour to welcome Professor John Mearsheimer to Chatham House, very well known to all of us.  

Arguably, I think not even arguably, the most famous International Relations Professor in the world 

today.  The author of six books, probably many of them known to all of you: Conventional Deterrence was 

your first book, the Tragedy of Great Power Politics, not the second book, but a book that really made 

many of us aware of Professor Mearsheimer’s work in 2001.  The Israel Lobby and US Foreign Policy, I 

think it’s fair to say, cemented your role as a critic of the US foreign policy establishment and also, was 

one of your visits, one of your previous visits, to Chatham House was to speak about that book and across 

the UK.  And Professor Mearsheimer is here today to speak about The Great Delusion: Liberal Dreams 

and International Realities.   

Professor Mearsheimer’s been teaching at the University of Chicago since 1982.  He is the R Wendell 

Harrison Distinguished Service Professor of Political Science and I really – I looked at that title a couple 

of times today and I think it really tells us something else about Professor Mearsheimer that probably not 

all of you know, but he really takes service tremendously seriously, and I’ve seen this personally, in his 

mentoring of many individuals, not only his own undergraduate and PhD students, but many other 

students that he meets regularly at conferences, that many people, at his stage of professional life, don’t 

take the time to go to.  And one of my favourite examples was on a Saturday afternoon, when everybody 

had, sort of, left a four-day conference and there was a small room, with a number of PhD students, 

delivering their unpublished work, and Professor Mearsheimer spent two hours giving very serious and 

very careful feedback.  So the service part of his work is tremendously important and so, it’s very – and I 

should say, and also, as a graduate of West Point Academy and somebody who then spent several years as 

an Officer in the US Air Force, I think service is something that he’s demonstrated throughout his career 

and is tremendously important to us here at Chatham House.  So thank you for joining us and we look 

forward to your talk today.  Please join me in welcoming him [applause]. 

John J Mearsheimer 

Thank you very much, Leslie, for those very kind remarks and also, thank you for making the 

arrangements for me being here today to talk and thank you all for coming out to listen to me on a 

Monday afternoon.  The subject that I’m going to talk about, as you know, is The Great Delusion: Liberal 

Ideals and International Realities, which is the title of my book.  I’d like to talk for 20 minutes and then 

I’ll go back and forth with Leslie and take as many questions as possible from the audience.  The basic 

story I’m going to tell is that the foreign policy that the United States pursued, after the Cold War ended, 

starting roughly in 1990, was a policy called liberal hegemony and that policy was designed to remake the 

world in America’s image.  The policy has failed miserably.  Indeed, I think it’s one of the reasons that 

President Trump is in the White House now.  And I think that the reason that it failed was because a 

liberal foreign policy, which is obviously based on liberalism, invariably runs up against nationalism and 

realism and my argument is that nationalism and realism defeat liberalism at every turn in international 

politics.   

I want to make it clear, before I get going, that I thank my lucky stars that I was born in a liberal 

democracy and have lived my entire life in liberal America, but I think there’s a difference between 

liberalism, as a political system, and liberalism as a foreign policy and my basic argument is that when 

you try to remake the world in your own image, you’re asking for really big trouble because, again, of 

nationalism and realism. 
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So let me start by telling you what I think liberal hegemony is.  As I said, it’s an attempt to remake the 

world in America’s image, and it has three particular goals, the first of which is the most important, it’s to 

spread liberal democracy across the planet.  The aim here is to make it a world that is filled with nothing 

but liberal democracies, that’s the first goal, and the most important goal.  The second goal is to integrate 

more and more countries into that open, international economy, and it has to get them all hooked on 

capitalism to increase economic interdependence as much as possible.  And then related to that is the 

third goal, which is to get all the countries in the world, especially the major powers, countries like Russia 

and China, embedded in those international institutions, like the WTO, the IMF, the World Bank and so 

forth and so on, because getting them into those institutions will help, in a sense, integrate ‘em into the 

international economy, and so those are the three goals.  And the example I like to use, that highlights this 

policy in action, is US-led policy towards Eastern Europe.   

We had NATO expansion, which went along with EU expansion, which went along with the colour 

revolutions and, if you think about it, what we were trying to do was spread liberal democracy up to 

Russia’s borders and, indeed, into Russia, itself, this is what the colour revolutions were all about.  The 

Orange Revolution in Ukraine, the Rose Revolution in Georgia and, of course, we were trying to 

consolidate the democracies in places like Hungary, the Czech Republic and Poland, and so forth and so 

on. So we’re deeply interested in spreading democracy eastward and, of course, we were interested in 

integrating more and more of those countries into the open international economy, this is what EU 

expansion was all about.  And as far as the institutions are concerned, what are we doing here?  We’re 

expanding the EU and we’re expanding NATO, two of the most famous and successful institutions in 

modern history.  And the idea is that if you can get the countries of Eastern Europe embedded in those 

institutions, this will be a wonderful thing.  So this is, basically, what the American-led foreign policy was 

and, of course, the British went along with this hook, line and sinker, because the British are the 

paradigmatic, the other paradigmatic liberal country on the planet and believe that they’re joined at the 

hip with the United States. 

Now, next question is, what are the benefits of liberal hegemony?  Why are we doing this?  There are 

really three benefits: the first is that this policy would, eventually, eliminate significant human rights 

problems around the world.  The United States, and much of the West, is deeply troubled by the fact that 

there are significant violations of human rights in places like the Balkans or in places like Rwanda.  And 

what we want to do is not have to intervene in those countries militarily, not send an expeditionary force 

in.  But, instead, if we can convert every state on the planet to a liberal democracy, because liberal 

democracies are not in the business of massively violating human rights, then we basically take that 

problem off the table.  And this really matters to liberal democracies because, as you all know, liberal 

democracies privilege individual rights, indeed, they believe those individual rights are inalienable, which 

means they apply to every person on the planet.  So liberal democracies feel that they have a certain 

responsibility to prevent those human rights violations and, again, the best way to do this is turn every 

country on the globe into a liberal democracy.   

The second great benefit is that most people in the West believe in democratic peace theory, which we 

could call liberal democratic peace theory, this is the idea that democracies don’t fight each other.  So, if 

you spread liberal democracy all across the planet, you take this problem of war off the table, it’s a 

peaceful world.  Think of Franc Fukuyama’s very famous article, The End of History, and you want to 

understand that liberal hegemony is inextricably bound up with the arguments that Franc makes in that 

piece.  But remember what Fukuyama says at the end of the article, “The principal problem that we’re 

going to face in the future is boredom,” that’s what he says, “The principal problem we’re going to face is 

boredom.”  Of course, we’re not facing much boredom these days but, anyway, it looked that way in the 

early 1990s, and the basic idea here is, if you spread liberal democracy all across the world, war 
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disappears.  And, by the way, two of the big problems that the United States worried about in the 2000s, 

certainly after 2001, were, number one, terrorism and, two, nuclear proliferation and the idea is if you 

create a peaceful world then you take those problems off the table.  So, in terms of making the world more 

peaceful, you’re solving the terrorism problem and the nuclear proliferation problem, so you can see how 

attractive this is.   

And then, finally, using Woodrow Wilson’s words, “You make the world safe for democracy.”  The fact is, 

in any liberal democracy there are always going to be a group of people who are dissatisfied with liberal 

democracy.  They just don’t like it and the problem that liberal democracies worry about is that people, 

who don’t like liberal democracy in their midst, will form an alliance with a foreign power.  When I was a 

little boy, the Americans worried greatly about communism and what we worried about was that those 

communists would get assistance from the Soviet Union and cause a revolution in the United States.  

Well, if every country on the planet is a liberal democracy, those who live within your midst that are 

disenchanted with liberal democracy, have no country they can turn to for help, so, in effect, as Woodrow 

Wilson put it, “You make the world safe for democracy.”  So, as you can see, this is a pretty attractive 

strategy, if it works as advertised. 

Now, the question is, why did the US pursue liberal hegemony?  There are three reasons.  First of all, you 

cannot pursue liberal hegemony, unless you are in a unipolar world.  The reason is, if you’re in a bipolar 

world, think the Cold War, or a multipolar world, think the 1930s here in Europe, you have to primarily 

engage in security competition, and you can’t worry about pursuing an ideological foreign policy of any 

sort.  You could do that on the margins, but the name of the game, in bipolarity or multipolarity for the 

great powers is competition.  But in unipolarity, by definition you only have one great power, so you can’t 

have great power politics.  There’s no security competition between or among great powers ‘cause there’s 

only one great power.  So the reason that you get liberal hegemony in and around 1990 is because the 

United States is the unipole, it is so powerful, compared to everybody else, it doesn’t have to worry about 

balance of power politics. 

The second reason that you get liberal hegemony is that the United States is a profoundly liberal country, 

and that’s especially true among its elites.  Its elites believe, fervently, in ideas like democratic peace 

theory.  Its elites ideally – its elites believe that the United States has the most wonderful political system 

on the planet, and it would really be wonderful if we could export this to everybody else.  This leads to the 

third point, they think it’s easy to do because they think that everybody else on the planet wants a liberal 

democracy and, of course, this is not true, I’ll talk more about this, but that is the belief.  So when you 

start thinking about all of the benefits that I just described, that come from this policy, you think about 

how powerful the United States is, right?  And you think about how easy it is to sell this policy around the 

globe, you’re off to the races.  And it’s no accident that it’s not only the United States that’s engaged in this 

enterprise, it has its West European allies with it, for the most part.  As I often like to say, the British have 

fought every war the Americans have fought since 1989, and we have fought seven separate wars.  You 

know, the United States has been at war for two out of every three years since the Cold War ended.  We’re 

addicted to war.  The United States is a Crusader state, you don’t talk this way in America, but it is true.  

But, anyway, this is why we pursued it. 

Let’s talk a little bit about the track record.  My favourite three examples, one which I’ve said a few words 

about already, is NATO expansion, but let’s talk about the Bush Doctrine and engagement with China, 

these are the big three failures.  What was the purpose of the Bush Doctrine?  Purpose of the Bush 

Doctrine was to spread liberal democracy all across the Middle East.  Most people have forgotten that our 

goal, with the Bush Doctrine or our goal invading Iraq, was not to stop after we turned Iraq into a 

democracy, it was then to do Syria or to do Iran and the Israelis discovered, early 2002, that we were 
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doing Iraq and not Iran.  They sent the high delegation to Washington to tell the Americans, are you crazy 

to do Iraq?  You should be doing Iran, it’s the greater threat, and the administration and the neo-

conservatives told the Israelis, “Relax, we’re doing Iraq first ‘cause it’s a low hanging fruit and when we’re 

done with Iraq, we’ll do Syria, we’ll do Iran, and pretty soon everybody in the Middle East will throw their 

hands up and jump on the bandwagon.”  Again, we thought it was going to be very easy to do, and when 

you look at the results, it is horrifying what the United States has done in the greater Middle East.  The 

amount of murder and destruction that we’re responsible is just stunning.   

There’s absolutely no way you could describe the Bush Doctrine, or our efforts to democratise the Middle 

East, as successful, on the contrary, it’s exactly the opposite.  Think Afghanistan, the longest war in 

American history that we’re going to lose, think of Iraq, the disaster that we created there, think of Syria, 

where we actually played a key role in creating the mess that is Syria today.  Think about Libya, that one 

worked out well, didn’t it?  You can’t point to any example in the United – you can’t point to any example 

in the Middle East, where American foreign policy was successful.   

Then there’s the Ukraine crisis.  Last time I was here, Leslie, I actually sat up here talking about the 

Ukraine crisis, and my views are very controversial on this, but I do believe they’re correct.  The 

conventional wisdom here in Europe and here in the United States is that the Russians caused this crisis 

and it was not the United States and its European allies.  I think this is a foolish argument.  We’re 

principally responsible for causing the Ukraine crisis, and what we were trying to do, in spreading those 

institutions, the EU and NATO, eastward and promoting the colour revolutions, is we were trying to take 

the security community that we created in Western Europe during the Cold War and move it further and 

further eastward.  We had noble intentions.  We were not moving NATO eastward, because we were 

interested in containing Russia.  There’s virtually no evidence of that.  In fact, when the crisis broke out in 

February 22nd 2014, the Obama administration was completely flummoxed by what had happened.  They 

couldn’t understand it.   

But what was going on here is that the Russians were adamantly opposed to NATO expansion, starting in 

the mid-1990s, when we began to push it.  The idea that the United States and its allies could take this 

alliance, which was a mortal enemy of the Soviet Union, the predecessor state of Russia, and drive it up to 

Russia’s border and turn Ukraine and Georgia into Western bulwarks on Russia’s border, is a laughable 

argument; you cannot do that.  Great powers are paranoid.  They worry greatly about their 

neighbourhood, and the Russians told us, time-after-time, this was acceptable.  Just to give you an 

example that highlights this point, where I come from, the United States, it’s in the Western Hemisphere, 

we have, what’s called, the Monroe Doctrine.   

The Monroe Doctrine basically says, we own the Western Hemisphere and no distant great power, from 

Europe or Asia, is allowed to form a military alliance with a country in our Hemisphere, or move military 

forces into the Western Hemisphere.  There’s some people in this audience who are old enough to 

remember the Cuban missile crisis.  The United States said it is categorically unacceptable that nuclear 

weapons could be placed in Cuba, and it was not just nuclear weapons, when the Soviets later talked 

about building a naval base at Cienfuegos in Cuba, the United States told them, in no uncertain terms, the 

Monroe Doctrine says, you don’t do that.  We still, to this day, have horrible relations with Cuba.  Many 

decades after the Cuban missile crisis, we don’t forget.   

Well, what’s good for the goose is good for the gander.  If we have a Monroe Doctrine and we don’t want 

people bringing their military forces into our neighbourhood, why should the Russians not resist when 

NATO moves up to their borders?  And, of course, that’s exactly what happened and now we have this 

major crisis that works to the detriment of the West Europeans, right?  Works to the detriment of the 



6  The Great Delusion: Liberal Dreams vs International Realities 

Russians, works to the detriment of the United States and, most importantly, works to the detriment of 

the Ukrainian people.  But we are responsible for that. 

Finally, there’s our engagement policy with regard to China.  Very clear in the 1990s that China is rising 

economically and that it’s going to, eventually, translate that economic might into military might.  So the 

question is, how do you deal with China?  According to liberal hegemony, what you do is you engage 

China and the way it works is, you get China deeply embedded in the international, that open 

international economy that we created during the Cold War, and then you get it deeply embedded in the 

economic institutions that come along with that open international economy.  And the end result is that 

China will get wealthier and wealthier and the end result is, it will become a democracy, and it will then be 

a responsible stakeholder, to use Robert Zoellick’s terms, in the international system.  So, as realists, like 

me, who are in favour of containing China and not doing anything to facilitate its growth, what liberal 

hegemonists want to do is facilitate its economic growth, on the assumption that it will become a 

democracy.  And, as you all know, liberals believe, in the United States, that when a state becomes a 

democracy, it’s peace loving, though, with all the other liberal democracies, which, of course, includes 

Japan, India, the United States, and so forth and so on.  So we pursued a policy of engagement, almost 

everybody now agrees that this was a failure.  So what we have here, number one: the Bush Doctrine, 

number two: NATO expansion, EU expansion, the colour revolutions and, number three: engagement 

with China, all failures. 

Okay, very quickly, why did liberal hegemony fail?  Three reasons: power of nationalism, power of realism 

and overestimating the importance of individual rights.  Power of nationalism, nationalism is the most 

powerful ideology on the planet.  People live in groups, they have powerful identities with their nation and 

with their nation state and nationalism is an ideology that privileges sovereignty or self-determination.  

Nation states, and the planet is filled with nation states, do not like other nation states interfering in their 

politics and telling them how to do business.  You’ve all watched the United States go ballistic over the 

fact that the Russians have interfered in American politics.  The Americans consider this verboten.  We 

are a sovereign state.  The Russians have no right to interfere in our politics.  Well, if you think about 

policy that is designed to spread liberal democracy all across the planet, you’re talking about a policy that 

involves violating the sovereignty of countries here, there and everywhere.  You’re talking about invading 

countries and telling them what their politics should look like.   

When I was young, I was in the American military from 1965 to 1975, which was almost coterminous with 

the Vietnam War, and I learned one thing in those days, you don’t want to invade countries like Vietnam 

or occupy countries like Vietnam and tell them what kind of politics they should have.  It’s a prescription 

for real trouble.  When the Russians went into Afghanistan in 1979, most of my friends, in the national 

security community were aghast.  They thought this was the end of the world.  The Russians are on the 

march.  I said, at the time, exactly the opposite, based on my lessons from the Vietnam War, the Russians 

had just jumped into a giant quagmire.  What is the United States doing in Afghanistan today?  It’s failing.  

Do you think the United States can do the social engineering that’s necessary, in places like Afghanistan 

and in Iraq, to turn them into liberal democracies that love the United States?  If you think so, good luck, 

‘cause you’re going to fail every time, just as we’ve done.   

My basic message, when it comes to that kind of social engineering, is stay out and don’t do it.  But, of 

course, we thought we could do it and we thought it would have wonderful consequences.  What about 

realism, power realism?  This is my NATO example, the idea that you can expand NATO, up to Russia’s 

border and that they’re not going to resist, I don’t think that’s going to happen.  The Russians are playing 

according to a completely different rulebook than we’re playing.  We’re playing according to liberal 

hegemony, they’re playing according to basic realpolitik.  Same thing is true with the Chinese, you go to 
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China, you talk to the Chinese, you go to Moscow, you talk to the Russians, they talk realpolitik and they 

recoil at the idea that the Americans have this powerful military that is either on their border, which is the 

case with China, or pushing up to their border, in places like Ukraine and Georgia, with regard to Russia, 

they’re going to resist.  And, by the way, that’s what’s going on in Syria, as you all know, the Russians had 

a longstanding post relationship with Syria, they have a naval port in Syria.  The United States, in 2011, 

decides it’s going to try and topple the Assad,.  By 2015, it looks like the United States and its friends are 

going to succeed, well, low and behold, what happens?  The Russians move in, they check us and who 

wins?  The Russians win, not the Americans.  That’s basic realpolitik.   

And the final point I’d make to you is I think individual rights are important for almost every person on 

the planet, they’re important, but they’re not very important for every person on the planet.  If you go to 

Russia today and you say to the Russians, “You know what you really need here is liberal democracy, 

because liberal democracy places a very high premium on individual rights.  I live in liberal America and I 

really think it’s wonderful that we have individual rights, and that’s what you should have.”  They look at 

you like you’re crazy.  They say, “We tried this game in the 1990s, it was a giant failure.  We’ll take 

Vladimir Putin and [inaudible – 25:44], thank you, we don’t want to return to the 1990s.”  You may 

disagree with this, but the fact of the matter is that not everybody wants to have a liberal democracy and, 

furthermore, when you look at how the liberal democracies are performing these days, can you blame 

them? 

Okay, let me conclude by talking about liberal hegemony’s future.  My basic argument is liberal hegemony 

is doomed and there are two reasons: one is Donald Trump.  It is very important to understand that 

Donald Trump ran against liberal hegemony hook, line and sinker.  This is why the liberal foreign policy 

establishment, and you understand I’m using the word ‘liberal’ in a very broad sense here, in the Lockean 

sense, I’m not using liberal to mean the Democratic Party, I mean, Democrats and Republicans.  The 

foreign policy establishment in the United States is aghast over the fact that Donald Trump is in the White 

House.  Why?  Because he ran against them.  He ran against liberal hegemony.  He said, number one, “I’m 

getting out of the business of spreading liberal democracy across the planet,” and, as you know, he’s never 

seen an authoritarian leader or a dictator he didn’t want to jump into bed with.   

Number two: with regard to, you know, maintaining or improving on an open international economy, he 

is in favour of tariffs and protectionism and he actually believes the United States of America has been 

screwed by the open international economy.  And with regard to institutions, as you all know, he’s never 

seen an institution he didn’t hate.  He said NATO is obsolete, it’s quite clear he’s got his gun sights on 

NATO, he hates the EU, he hates the WTO, he hates, [inaudible – 27:23], and he hates the IMF, he hates 

the World Bank.  One of the first things he did, when he took office, was to kill the TPP, which, in my 

opinion, was a stupid idea, but just gets to the fact that this guy doesn’t like institutions.  In other words, 

he does not like liberal hegemony, and you know what?  He won, and you know why he won?  One of the 

reasons he won is because the policy was a failure.  The foreign policy elites in the United States and the 

foreign policy elites in Europe failed.  They pursued a boneheaded policy and we’re in a whole heck of a lot 

of trouble as a result.   

But, this gets to my second reason, liberal hegemony is finished for more important reason, the rise of 

China and the resurrection of Russian power.  You remember what I said to you before, you cannot have 

liberal hegemony in bipolarity or in multipolarity, you can only have in unipolarity, and with the rise of 

China and with the resurrection of Russian power, we are now in a multipolar world and the defining 

conflict of the 21st Century, in my opinion, will be the Sino-American competition in East Asia.  But in that 

world, a world where there’s more than one great power and where security competition is back on the 
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table, liberal hegemony, does it matter anymore?  So, my bottom line is that, for better or for worse, and I 

think for better, in large part, liberal hegemony is dead.  Thank you [applause]. 

Dr Leslie Vinjamuri 

I should say, but I’m sure we all know, that this talk is on the record, as is the question and answer.  I’ll 

start with a comment and a question and then we’ll open it up.  I have many questions, but I’ve had more 

access, so I’ll leave it to the audience.  A comment, which is that liberal democracy and individual rights, 

as you know, but just to, sort of, put it out there, are not, of course, the same thing.  So individual rights, 

freedom of expression, freedom to be safe from torture, and any number of other things, are not 

necessarily the same as aspiring to have a liberal democracy.  So there is a distinction there, which I think, 

perhaps, you would have a response to that and perhaps people place more value on some of the 

individual rights, even when they don’t aspire to have a liberal democracy, important not to conflate the 

two. 

But a question for you on Europe, since we’re in Europe, and, of course, much of your talk is, sort of, 

aimed at international politics and international relations, but really, also, at US foreign policy and the 

failures or the mistakes of US foreign policy, since the end of the Cold War, especially, for this book.  But 

Europe, we sit in Europe, you know, at least have – you know, roughly half of this country has been, 

continues to be committed, to a European Union that asks it’s – that asks the citizens of the country to 

have multiple loyalties beyond the nation state.  The majority, the audience members will correct me if 

I’m wrong, but I think the polling suggests that the majority of Brits like NATO, they might have, you 

know, some particular response to the pressure that’s coming their way, but they like NATO, they 

preferred NATO, there was support for NATO expansion.  So many of the things that you’re critical of are 

actually deeply popular in the UK, not universally so, and we’ve certainly seen that, but they are, they 

continue to be deeply popular.   

So, we just wrong, those of us, sort of, in the audience and the greater audience in the UK?  And what 

should Europe have been doing?  And I wanted to raise one other particular point, which is I notice that 

you are one of the few people who thought that Ukraine should have kept its nuclear weapons, it’s in your 

Wikipedia page, and I assume you hold to that view, but I would be curious to know.  But it is – it does 

raise a, sort of, interesting question, of course, because I would have just kicked an insecurity question 

back onto those former members of the Warsaw Pact, that perhaps if people had listened more carefully, 

who wouldn’t have remained in NATO, but would have needed somewhere to go that made them feel safe.  

So what of Europe?  Should, you know, should NATO – should we have just gotten rid of NATO?  And is 

everybody – you know, that, sort of, part of the population that really feels committed to the European 

Union, to NATO, to all the rest of it, are they just simply wrong and don’t understand international 

politics? 

John J Mearsheimer 

Okay, there are a lot of different issues here. 

Dr Leslie Vinjamuri 

There are.   
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John J Mearsheimer 

And let me just deal with three of them.  Just on Ukraine, I did argue that Ukraine should keep its nuclear 

weapons, this was in 1993.  In fact, it’s in the issue of Foreign Affairs that includes Sam Huntington’s 

famous, or infamous, depending on your viewpoint, Clash of Civilizations piece and – but the United 

States basically gave the Ukrainians compound fractures of all four limbs, so that they got rid of those 

nuclear weapons.  And my argument is that there would be a day when the Russians would come 

knocking and cause trouble, and if you had clear nuclear weapons, they’d be much less likely to do that.  

But – and I think I was basically right at the time but, obviously, nobody followed my advice, which is 

often the case. 

But let’s talk about NATO and the EU.  There’s not a problem here in Europe with, excuse me, in Britain 

with NATO.  The problem underlying Brexit, and some of the problems on the Continent underlying 

Brexit, deal with other issues, so NATO’s not the problem.  In my travels around Europe, what I find is 

that in almost every country, there’s a great fear that the Americans will go home, and that NATO will 

collapse, right?  So it’s not like people want to, you know, exit NATO, in fact, they want to be included in 

NATO.   

My criticism of NATO has to do with NATO expansion, right?  I think NATO expansion, along with EU 

expansion and the colour revolutions, is what got us into real trouble with the Russians and the point I 

tried to make is that this has had hugely negative consequences for the Ukrainians and for others, as well.  

But the EU is the real issue here, and this gets to Brexit, of course, and my argument is that there was 

never any chance that the EU was going to become the United States of Europe.  But, at its root, there are 

a number of policies associated with the EU that run up against nationalism and can cause a lot of 

trouble, and I’ll just point to two of them.  One is immigration or the free movement of people inside the 

European Union.  Nationalism is an ideology that privileges particular cultures and when you start mixing 

up people inside of nation states, not every time, but most times, you’re asking for trouble.  You even see 

this in the United States today, as you well know, which has a rich history of bringing in huge numbers of 

immigrants, their relatives, and assimilating them into the United States, but we still are having trouble.   

But I believe, in Europe, when you begin to allow for the free flow of immigrants and then you begin to 

bring in large numbers of refugees, as well, you’re going to bump up against nationalism and you’re going 

to get yourself into real trouble.  You see this very clearly in Poland and in Hungary.  You see it in 

Germany, it’s what got Angela Merkel into trouble, and if you look at the polls on why people voted for 

Brexit, it’s very clear that there were a large number of Britons who didn’t like Poles and Romanians and 

other East Europeans coming into the country.  I find this hardly surprising at all.  I think anybody who 

studied the history of Europe and have studied nationalism, shouldn’t be surprised.  Do I think it’s a good 

thing?  No, but I do believe it’s the way the world worked.  I think that’s one, and I think the second factor 

I would point to is that when you create powerful international institutions, you, in effect, are, I wouldn’t 

say surrendering sovereignty, I don’t want to nitpick over words, but you’re surrendering authority.   

Sovereign states are giving authority to Brussels, in the case of the EU, and when you begin to surrender 

authority to institutions, those institutions better perform in an impeccable way, otherwise there’s going 

to be a wicked backlash because the whole concept of sovereignty is being threatened.  So, again, if you 

look at the polls on Brexit, it was, number one: immigrants and, number two: surrendering sovereignty to 

Brussels on economic issues, that were the two factors that were, principally, responsible for deciding 

what happened, and I find this hardly surprising at all. 
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Dr Leslie Vinjamuri 

Okay, so much to be said about that, but we’re going to open it up.  Hands held high, if you say your name 

and your affiliation, beyond being a Chatham House Member, that would be great.  In the front row, here. 

Cinzia de Santis 

My name is…  

Dr Leslie Vinjamuri 

If you wait for the mic.   

Cinzia de Santis 

My name is Cinzia de Santis from a charity called Healing Venezuela.  I would like to know your views 

regarding US policies towards Venezuela, well, Latin America and, particularly, towards Venezuela, 

especially in the recent years. 

Dr Leslie Vinjamuri 

I’m going to take two, if that’s okay with you, and the gentleman just here. 

Euripedes Evriviades  

My name is Euripedes, the High Commissioner of Cyprus.  Professor, thank you very much for not 

disappointing.  You sound a bit like – when I was listening to you, Professor Chomsky came to my mind, 

sound a bit like… 

Dr Leslie Vinjamuri 

Question? 

Euripedes Evriviades 

My question, yes.  You – do you regret the collapse of the Soviet Union as you, indeed, prophesised in 

1991?  And while you were giving us a good tutorial, I found short your prescriptions as to what we need 

to do.  Thank you 

Dr Leslie Vinjamuri 

Okay and then one more, right here in the middle.  Right there.  Yeah, exactly, thank you. 

Margareta 

My name is Margareta.  I’m a Graduate Student in Energy Policy, UCL.  I was curious, during your talk, 

about whether the notion of liberalism, an expansion of liberalism, and the notion of US hegemony can be 

decoupled.  I mean, you’ve outlined, pretty well, how together they’re unsuccessful, but I’m curious 

whether, if it’s in the interests of NATO, to retain its strategic advantages or try to attempt to have 
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strategic advantages around the rest of the world, whether they should take a page out of China’s book or 

Russia’s book, in terms of hegemonic thinking, without the liberal ideology? 

Dr Leslie Vinjamuri 

Thank you.   

John J Mearsheimer 

Okay, just a second.  Cinzia asked me the question about what I think US policy towards Venezuela is?  I 

think, when it comes to the Western Hemisphere, the United States cares more about what happens in 

that area of the world than any other area.  The United States does not talk much about security in the 

Western Hemisphere, in large part, because we are so secure.  We are a regional hegemon in the Western 

Hemisphere, that’s what allows us to roam all over the planet, we’re just so powerful.  But we are a jealous 

God, when it comes to the politics of every country in the Western Hemisphere, and that’s one of the 

reasons we have a rich history of intervening in the politics of every country and, as you know, we are 

deeply disliked, if not hated, across the region for that reason.   

Okay, again, we don’t talk about that, because we have all these stories we tell ourselves to counter that.  

But the problem, with Venezuela today is that it is, in a sense, trying to stick its finger in America’s eye, 

right?  It doesn’t like the Americans and it looks like it has populist or left-wing tendencies and, needless 

to say, in circumstances like that, the United States is going to go to great lengths to overthrow the 

Government and see if it can put some power, or some individuals in power, who are able to stabilise the 

country and make it more sympathetic to the United States.  So you have a very hostile relationship 

between the two countries, and I think that the United States will do what it can to bring the present 

leadership down, and this is, kind of, the way the United States acts.  And, again, as I said, when I talked 

about Cuba, we’ve never gotten over what Cuba did and we still, basically, have hostile, if not semi-hostile, 

relations with Cuba, and I think that’ll be the case with Venezuela for quite a while. 

Second question, ask me do I regret the collapse of the Soviet Union?  No, I don’t regret the collapse of the 

Soviet Union.  I think the United States, with the collapse of the Soviet Union, moved into an ideal world, 

right, where it was the only great power on the planet, right?  And I think, though, that we made a 

fundamental mistake pursuing liberal hegemony, right?  I think the United States could have retrenched, 

in certain places.  I, for example, would have ended NATO.  I would have pulled all American forces out of 

Europe, when the Cold War ended, and I would have reduced our commitments around the world, except 

in the Middle East, except in the East Asia, because it arrives at China.  But I think unipolarity was better 

than bipolarity, okay, for the United States, it’s better for the United States.  But the policy that we then 

pursued was a boneheaded policy, okay?   

Then you were asking me what my prescriptions are for the future?  I think the principal threat that the 

United States faces in the world ahead is the rise of China, and this has serious consequences for 

American grand strategy.  Think about American grand strategy over time, Europe has, almost always, 

been the most important area of the world for the United States.  The second most important area of the 

world was East Asia, really Northeast Asia, for most of time.  And then, starting after World War I, we got 

very interested in the Persian Gulf, because of oil, okay?  For the first time in our history, East Asia is 

becoming the most important area of the world, the Persian Gulf is the second most important area of the 

world, and Europe is a distant third.  Europe just does not matter very much to the United States anymore 

because there is no really powerful state in Europe that we have to concern ourselves with.   
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For a while it looked like it might be Germany, but Germany is depopulating, Germany now has, you 

know, somewhere near 20 million more people than the rest of its European neighbours, but by the year 

2050, Germany will be, roughly, the same size, population wise, as France and Britain, so Germany’s not 

going to cause any problems.  Russia’s not going to cause any serious problems.  There’s no need for us to 

be in Russ – in Europe to check the Russians, right?  If Russia needs to be checked, the Europeans can do 

that, themselves, and, for us, what really matters is China, right?  Containing China is going to be a very 

difficult task.   

So, my basic view is ,China should be our principal concern, we should be worried about balancing against 

China and we should pivot to Asia and we should pivot away from Europe, which is the number three 

concern.  With regard to the Persian Gulf, the United States and the Chinese are going to compete in the 

Persian Gulf.  The Chinese now get 25% of their oil from the Gulf.  That number’s going to go up over 

time.  The Chinese are very interested in the Gulf.  I think our policy towards Iran, it’s a boneheaded 

policy, for a lot of reasons, but one reason it’s a boneheaded policy is that we’re pushing the Iranians into 

the arms of the Chinese, which is not in our interest because the Chinese are going to build a blue-water 

Navy.  I should say, the Chinese are building a blue-water Navy.  They care greatly about their lines of, sea 

lines of communication into the Gulf, right?  They’re going to have influence in places like Iran, places like 

Saudi Arabia, were going to compete in the Gulf.  So the two areas of the world that are really going to 

matter to the United States in the future are, number one: East Asia and, number two: the Gulf.  And, as 

far as Europe is concerned, because Europeans really want to keep the Americans in Europe and want to 

keep NATO alive, my bottom line on that is that you should hope China does not continue to rise in a 

really impressive way, because the more China rises, the greater the incentive for the United States to pull 

out of Europe.  If China begins to hit the flat of the curve, then we don’t need as many forces in East Asia 

and we can stay in Europe. 

With regard to the question of whether or not you can have hegemony without liberalism, my view on this 

is to have global hegemony, or an attempt to achieve global hegemony, you need a unipole, you need a 

unipole and that unipole has to have a universal ideology.  Liberalism is a universal ideology, communism 

is a universal ideology.  I believe if the Soviet Union had won the Cold War and communism was seen in 

1989 to be as attractive as liberal democracy was seen to be, the Soviet Union would have tried to pursue a 

policy akin to liberal hegemony.  However, let’s hypothesise that in the year 2050, China emerges as a 

unipole.  China does not have a universalistic ideology.  I believe if Russia, not the Soviet Union, but 

Russia were to emerge as a unipole in 2050, that’s not going to happen, but this is all hypothetical.  

Russia, like China, would not try to remake the world in its own image, would make the Americans so 

dangerous and what would have made the Soviets so dangerous, to themselves, as well as to others, was 

the belief they could remake the whole world, and that’s because they had a universalistic ideology.  But 

you don’t get that with other great powers, like China and Russia today. 

Dr Leslie Vinjamuri 

Oh my goodness.  Okay and I want to respond by saying, but there’s two, and just a very quick response 

and I’ll open it up.  But, you know, there’s something that you’re slipping in there, you’re saying, a) it’s 

whether they have universal ideologies, but it’s also do people want it?  And that’s a very different thing, 

right? 

John J Mearsheimer 

What people? 
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Dr Leslie Vinjamuri 

Are people interested in joining the club of liberal democracies or communisation? 

John J Mearsheimer 

People in other countries? 

Dr Leslie Vinjamuri 

Exactly and that’s…  

John J Mearsheimer 

No they’re not, that’s why it fails. 

Dr Leslie Vinjamuri 

And I think the evidence is… 

John J Mearsheimer 

That’s called the domino theory, during the Cold War. 

Dr Leslie Vinjamuri 

In some places, right?  I just – it’s an empirical question, but are people completely uninterested in liberal 

democracies?  Some places, no, but some places, arguably, yes.  But we can park that one for now, because 

otherwise you’ll win.  So, right at the back, ‘cause we haven’t taken anybody from the very back.  There’s a 

gentleman here and then my colleague second, but there’s one right here in the middle on the back, young 

man there.  Yeah, great, yeah. 

Member  

Hello, thank you.  I’m a student at King’s College London.  I was wondering how cynical versus earnest 

you think the foreign policy elites that advocate for things like intervention are?  I mean, you could look at 

Iraq, for example, the oil, I think, there’s probably a mix of people who were very interested in the 

resources Iraq had and people who genuinely thought you could build, kind of, democracy in the Middle 

East, and the same could apply throughout, kind of, the region.  And, you know, Trump is not, say, the 

first President to prop up dictatorships, that’s happened under Clinton, Obama, etc.  So there seems to be 

a lot of questions about that exchange, the cynical versus earnest answer to that.  

Dr Leslie Vinjamuri 

And then the – in the back, the – yes, you, yes and then a gentleman right up here. 

James Nixey  

My name is James Nixey, I’m Head of the Russia and Eurasia programme at Chatham House.  Professor, 

thank you very much, it’s hard to disagree with your contention that liberal hegemonists have a very poor 
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track record, I buy that.  Although, I personally prefer to remain more of an idealist and believe that in 

Burke’s epithet, that really for evil to flourish, good men just have to do nothing, so we have a different 

worldview you there, and I get that.  Where I have more of an issue is that, yes, Russia, people in the 

Kremlin, a majority of Russians, even, do not like Cold War institutions like NATO, even the EU, rubbing 

up, coming closer, to Russia’s borders, that I also agree with you.  But where I have an issue, I think, with 

your philosophy here, is that it seems to deny agency or freedom of manoeuvre, freedom, itself, to the vast 

majority of 45 million Ukrainians, 4.5 million Georgians, 5 million representatives of Baltic states.  And 

there are another 14 countries, which used to make up the Soviet Union, other than Russia, and your 

philosophy doesn’t really appear to care much for them. 

Dr Leslie Vinjamuri 

Okay, sorry, is it okay if I take one more right here?  The gentleman who’s been wait – who I – yeah, and 

we will come back to you next. 

Anthony Newton 

Thank you very much, Anthony Newton, Member.  You referred to Britain and America being joined at 

the hip, historically, what benefit has there been to Britain in all this, and is there any point in the future? 

Dr Leslie Vinjamuri 

Match made...  

John J Mearsheimer 

Okay, these are great questions.  I hope you understand that it’s very hard to answer questions, because 

there’s so much that can be said on these questions, ‘cause they’re so good, and that goes for the previous 

ones, as well.  I didn’t even address the issue of me and Noam Chomsky. 

Dr Leslie Vinjamuri 

It wasn’t a question.  

John J Mearsheimer 

The student from King’s College, yes, the very interesting question was the behaviour that identifies 

liberal hegemony, really cynical behaviour, in other words, were we behaving in one way and justifying it 

with all this fancy liberal rhetoric?  Or was it earnest?  Right.  The truth is, I think it was earnest, right?  

My good friend, Steve Walt, has written a book that came out a month after mine and his book is entitled 

The Hell of Good Intentions, right?  He comes to the same bottom line as I do, but his analysis is different 

than mine.  But he goes to great lengths to make the argument that these people were basically fools, 

right?  And I would point to Talleyrand’s famous quote, that this was worse than a crime, it was a blunder, 

right?  They just – the foreign policy elites in the United States, and this is true largely in Europe, they just 

don’t understand basic international politics, right?  They don’t understand realpolitik and they don’t 

understand the importance of nationalism and that’s why they’re in trouble today.  So I don’t think it was 

cynicism.  There are a number of people I know who say to me that, “John, what these people were doing 

was they were putting into operation your theory of realism on a global scale and then disguising it, 
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covering it up in liberal rhetoric,” and I tell them I don’t believe it.  They find it hard to believe that I don’t 

believe that argument.  But I don’t, I think that this was done earnestly. 

James asked the question, which I dealt with the last time I was here, which is a really hot button issue, 

but I love to talk about it.  He says that, basically, I’m denying the Ukrainian people agency.  I’m, in effect, 

saying they don’t have the right to choose their own foreign policy, and to pick up on my rhetoric, John 

tells us that nation states are sovereign states and sovereign states have a right to choose their own 

foreign policy, don’t they?  I think states don’t have a right to choose their own foreign policy and I think 

this is a very dangerous way of thinking about the world.   

If you’re a country like Ukraine or if you’re a country like Cuba or if you’re a country like Venezuela, when 

you live next door to a guerrilla, right?  Also known as a great power, and you start thinking, do you have 

the right to do anything you want?  You’re going to get yourself into a whole heck of a lot of trouble.  If 

you’re in Ukraine and you live next door to Russia, you have to be extremely careful that you don’t anger 

the Russians and put them in a position where they invade your country or try to wreck your country, 

because they’ll do it.  I’ve spent most of my life studying great powers.  Great powers are ruthless, political 

entities.  The United States is one of the most ruthless great powers in world history.  We cover it up with 

all sorts of rhetoric, but I could give you a two hour lecture, of laying the story out in great detail and you 

have to be very careful, if you live next door to the United States, not to do anything that will anger the 

United States, ‘cause it will crush you like a bug.  So when people, like you, start telling the Ukrainians 

and the Cubans they have the right to choose their own foreign policy, I think you’re in real danger of 

leading them down the primrose path, because that’s not the way the world works. 

The final question had to do with Britain and the United States.  First of all, I misspoke if I gave the 

impression that Britain and the United States have always been joined at the hip, as you surely know, up 

until 1900, when you had the great rapprochement, we were really mortal enemies, right?  And things 

improved after 1900.  But I think if you look at the course of the 20th Century, there were numerous 

occasions where we basically screwed the British and, you know, [inaudible – 56:02], himself, often 

talked about this issue.  Again, the United States plays hardball and they played hardball with Britain, and 

so that special relationship – so my question – the fact is, though, Britain needed us, and we needed 

Britain in World War I and in World War II and in the Cold War, so we had remarkably close relations 

during those two world wars and during the Cold War and in the post-Cold War world, we’ve had very 

close relations, as well.  The question is, what has Britain gained from it?  My view is not much, and I 

think if you look at what’s happened in the post-Cold War world and you listen to my take on the past 30 

odd years, right?  Britain has ended up following the United States on this crusade that has led to one 

problem after another, and I think the Europeans would have been much smarter if they’d tried to put the 

brake on this enterprise, but they didn’t. 

Dr Leslie Vinjamuri 

A tough message to hear today.  Just right here in the back, I know you’ve been waiting, and we’ll take – I 

think we really only have round for – time for one more round, but I’ll take three, if that’s okay?  Right 

here in the back, go on. 

Carolyn Hamilton 

I’m Professor Carolyn Hamilton.  I’m a Human Rights Lawyer and I wanted to ask you about one 

institution you haven’t mentioned, which is also probably to hell with good intentions, which is the UN.  

And the human rights instruments that have been ratified by all of these great powers and the European 
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Convention of Human Rights, which is ratified by Russia, as well.  Do those instruments, which are often 

described as liberal, Western instruments, make any difference?  Is there any realpolitik to any of them? 

Dr Leslie Vinjamuri 

Thank you, one more right here, and if you keep your questions succinct, since we’re pushing right up 

against the hour. 

Christine Michaelagic 

Christine Michaelagic, I have no affiliation.  You mentioned that you…  

Staff  

Hang on, wait for the mic.  

Dr Leslie Vinjamuri 

And we’re recording.  

Christine Michaelagic   

Christine Michaelagic, I’ve no affiliation, other than a Member of Chatham House.  You mentioned you 

were lucky to be born in America, what immigration policy do you support, given these nationalist and 

realpolitik realities we face today? 

John J Mearsheimer 

Yeah, great, thank you.   

Dr Leslie Vinjamuri 

Okay, I have to go right to the gentleman in the back, right straight back, last question. 

Mathieu Boulégue  

Professor, thank you very much for your talk.  I’m Mathieu Boulègue.  I’m a Research Fellow at the 

Russian and Eurasia Programme as well at Chatham House.  You were mentioning these earnest 

universalistic narratives that are exploited by great powers.  You mentioned two, communism and the 

liberal world order.  Do you see a third one emerging, a third narrative, that could outcompete all the 

others in the 21st Century?  Thank you. 

Dr Leslie Vinjamuri 

Thank you.  Great and anything else that you’d like to say?  Well… 

John J Mearsheimer 

Okay, the first question had to do with the United Nations and human rights institutions, let me just say a 

few words about the United Nations.  The problem that the United Nations faces is that you have this 
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thing called the Security Council and inside the Security Council, all great powers have a veto and that 

makes it very hard for the UN to operate, unless all the great powers agree on a particular issue, and if all 

the great powers agree on an issue, then you really don’t need the UN that much because they agree.  It 

would be nice if it was when they disagreed that the UN could act.  But the fact is that no great power is 

ever going to let the United Nations push it around, so the United Nations is never going to have much 

leverage over any great power.  And the only time the United Nations is really going to have leverage over 

another country is when you’re dealing with minor powers and the great powers agree to come together, 

get a Security Council resolution to deal with that minor power.  So it’s of limited utility.   

With regard to the human rights institution, and this a very tricky question for me to answer, because 

being a Liberal Democrat, living in the United States of America, I place a very high premium, personally, 

on human rights, and I would point out that I was in favour of intervening in Rwanda in 1994.  If you have 

cases of massive violations of human rights and the United States could do something about it, I would be 

willing to do it.  I mean, that, sort of, violates my basic realist view of the world.  What I’m arguing against 

here is a policy where the United States actively pushes human rights, let me put it differently, actively 

pushes liberal democracy on other countries, I think that’s a prescription for real trouble.   

First of all, in most cases, you end up not succeeding and you end up with huge numbers of human rights 

violations, right?  You make a bad situation worse.  So I’m not in favour of pushing liberalism on other 

countries.  They want to choose liberal democracy, fine.  And with regard to human rights, there would be 

certain cases where I would be willing to intervene, but, by and large, I would stay out of other country’s 

business, I think it’s a prescription for big trouble.  I tend to privilege sovereignty, which I know runs 

somewhat at odds with what I said to James before, but, you know, as much as possible, I would privilege 

sovereignty. 

Christine asked me the question about immigration policy.  One of the reasons, just one, that I’m 

adamantly opposed to Donald Trump, is his views on immigration.  I’m a big supporter of immigration.  I 

think it’s what has made the United States great.  I’ve studied immigration and I’ve actually thought about 

doing my next book on the subject of immigration and liberalism and how they interact with each other.  

But I think it’s remarkably foolish to blame immigration for our problems, number one and, number two, 

not to realise that immigration is what made the United States great.  If we hadn’t had immigration, we 

wouldn’t be the United States of America today.  And I don’t like illegal immigration, I do think that you 

have to control your borders, you can’t have open or porous borders, unless you purposely decide that.  

And I’m in favour of legal immigration, but, beyond that, I think bringing in lots of immigrants is a good 

thing and I think Trump’s policy is simply wrong.  And, by the way, when dealing with students, I think 

that immigrants, by and large, tend to be better students than native born American students, because 

native born American students are not very ambitious.  Immigrants are hungry.  I like hungry people.  I 

like people who really want to succeed, so bring in those immigrants. 

The final question had to do with whether I saw another universalistic ideology on the horizon and the 

answer is, I don’t.  I thought you were going to say Islam, but Islam is not associated with any one country 

and that, you know, is going to be a great power and, furthermore, with Islam you have Shia and Sunni 

and so forth and so on, so not Islam.  I think one could argue that liberal democracy may make a 

comeback.  Here’s the situation I’ve often hypothesised, what if, in 50 years, China does not grow in any 

meaningful way?  And, in fact, its economy hits the flat of the curve and it’s in real trouble and the 

Russians really begin to struggle again, as you know, they have demographic problems, they haven’t really 

modernised their economy, and let’s just assume that the United States continues to grow in a really 

significant way and in the year 2050, the United States is the unipole again.  The question you have to ask 
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yourself is, will we repeat the errors of the 1990s and the early 2000s, right?  And it’s a really a very 

interesting question.   

I tend to think the answer is no but, first of all, I would point out to you that a lot of time will have passed 

since then and people’s memories will not be very sharp, that’s the point number one.  And point number 

two is, I’ve written another paper on the rise and fall of the liberal international order.  In the context of 

writing that paper, I’ve circulated it to a number of my friends and a number of my friends respond to my 

paper by saying, “We just did it wrong and we should do it right the next time.”  It’s what I would call 

liberal hegemony light, okay?  And what people will say to me is, “Alright, John, you say that liberal 

hegemony had three ingredients: spreading democracy, an open, international economy and international 

institutions,” okay?  And the liberal hegemony light argument says, explaining democracy’s okay, but to 

just get out of the business of doing it at the end of a rifle barrel.  It, sort of, I think, builds on the question 

about the UN and human rights.  You have, you know, a less aggressive form of democracy promotion, 

with regard to the open international economy, right?  So you have to tweak the system.  The W – going 

from the GATT to the WTO, we went too far, right?  You’ve got to rein in the WTO, but that’s not a major 

problem.   

And then, with regard to international institutions, and Brexit, you’ve just got to be careful you don’t, you 

know, create the image that Brussels is running things, there just has to be some limits put on it, right?  

But you put these limits on liberal hegemony, it’ll work, and we’ll live happily ever after.  And the reason I 

say that I’m worried that this mentality will re-emerge in this hypothetical situation, gets to my answer to 

the gentleman from the rear about whether this was cynicism or whether this was really earnest beliefs 

and so, to him, it was earnest beliefs.  And this just, I think, captures how deeply wired into the American 

psyche liberal values are in spreading liberal democracy.   

We really believe we are the city on the hill.  We really believe we have something special, just think of 

that concept of American exceptionalism.  Just think of Madeleine Albright, you know?  Just think of 

Madeleine Albright, Madeleine Albright is a card carrying liberal hegemonist, she’s also a fervent 

nationalist, right?  She’s an American nationalist, she believes in American exceptionalism.  Her most 

famous words are these, she was asked in the late 1990s, “Why is the United States interfering in 

everybody’s politics?”  Madeleine Albright said, “It is because we are the indispensable nation.  We stand 

taller and we see further.”  Just think about those words, ‘we’, that’s nationalism, ‘we’, we are the 

indispensable nation, there’s the word, ‘nation’, as in nation state, we are the indispensable nation.  We’re 

indispensable, we stand taller, we see further, right?  We have a right to run the world, we have a 

responsibility to run the world, and if we have the capability, we surely have to use it.  You remember she 

said to Colin Powell, “We have this wonderful military instrument, we’re super powerful, what’s the 

purpose of having this wonderful military instrument if we’re not going to use it,” right?   

Now, I’m not picking on Madeleine Albright here, she’s a slightly extreme version of the liberal 

hegemonist perspective, but there’s lots of people who share that view.  So I think the greatest danger, you 

know, 50 years out, is not a new ideology, but it’s a re-emergence of liberal hegemony and that, coupled 

with forgetfulness and the fact that this, you know, way of looking at the world is so deeply wired into the 

United States, could lead to a second round of this boneheaded policy. 

Dr Leslie Vinjamuri 

That was extraordinary, and we’ve stayed far past our time and we never do this at Chatham House, so 

this is a tribute to you, especially on a Monday afternoon, in the middle of the day, with this number of 
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people, so thank you, John, that was amazing.  I won’t try to sum up.  There’s – it would be impossible, 

but you can see that we’ve sincerely appreciated you giving us your time.  Please come again [applause]. 


