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The American Way of Empire: How America Won
a World—but Lost Her Way, by James Kurth.
Washington, DC: Washington Books, 2019. 464
pages. $30.

In the second year of the Peloponnesian
War, the Athenian people reproached
Pericles for bringing invasion, plague,
and ruin upon them. Pericles warned
his fellow citizens that Athens possessed an empire and that, while it
might have been wrong to take it, it
would be unsafe to let it go. Persuaded,
the Athenians persisted with policies
that made them even more enemies,
including among erstwhile allies,
ultimately leading to the dissolution
of their empire. In The American Way
of Empire, James Kurth draws on but
departs from Pericles as he offers his
own warning: that America no longer
possesses an empire, and—to those still
seeking to preserve this fallen empire—it
would be unsafe not to let it go.
Kurth, a professor emeritus of political
science at Swarthmore College, is a
luminary of U.S. foreign policy. A PhD
from Harvard who studied under Samuel
P. Huntington, to whom he dedicates the
book, Kurth is a member of the Council
on Foreign Relations and a senior fellow
at the Foreign Policy Research Institute.
Kurth has authored over 120 articles, and
he revised some of them to serve as chapters in the book’s five substantive parts,
which are titled “Hegemony,” “Ideology,”
“Strategy,” “Insurgency,” and “Political
Economy.” This composition allows the
reader to absorb the book in chapters
or parts or as a whole. That the chapters
derive from articles originally published
as early as the 1990s yet address current crises so deftly reflects Kurth’s
prescience and the book’s timeliness.
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With compellingly creative analysis,
Kurth reveals the causes of the American
empire’s remarkable rise and abrupt
fall. After the Second World War, the
United States cemented three hegemonic
alliance systems as part of the “American
way of empire.” However, that empire
made trade-offs that became time
bombs. For example, the United States
opened its market to its East Asian
allies to keep them out of China’s orbit,
but in doing so it hollowed out the
core of American industry. Because of
these imperial policies, the American
empire has fractured regionally in
Europe, Asia, the Middle East, and
Latin America—and functionally in
its military, economic, political, and
ideological dimensions. In the power
vacuums created by the demise of the
American empire, states such as China,
Russia, and Iran now seek their own
spheres of influence. According to
Kurth, it did not need to end this way.
Kurth attributes the precipitous decline
of the American empire to the deliberate
decisions of its elites. He brings together
American intellectual history, political
economy, culture, and even religion to
explain how this empire lost its way. For
instance, he describes how the Marshall
Plan originally joined the Midwest’s
industry, with its conservative nationalist
tradition, and the Northeast’s finance,
with its liberal international tradition, to
form a grand domestic alliance to promote international free trade as a pillar of
empire. However, over time, an insidious
alliance of ideas and interests coalesced
among American elites who, like Pericles
and the Athenian elites before them,
insisted on defending and extending
the empire to the point of collapse.
America’s elites ultimately succumbed to
the tragic flaw of hubris, in the aftermath
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of the Cold War. Thoroughly convinced
that “American ideas [were] universal
ideas,” they led the United States on the
most ambitious and disastrous imperial
project yet, seeking “to reinvent the
nations of the globe in [the U.S.] image”
(p. 262). American elites ignored not
only the sensibilities and struggles of
their fellow citizens—who today distrust
their leaders, just as the Athenians once
doubted Pericles—but also the interests
of other states and the value systems of
other cultures. They also disregarded
the exigencies of international relations.
Faced with the end of the American
empire, they must come to terms with
the enduring lesson of history: that
“power and realities almost always confound ideology and visions” (p. xviii).
The United States can aspire only to
shape, not to dominate, the twenty-first
century. America must abandon any
illusion that it can remake the world in
its image, particularly given that it has
lost its image of itself. In fact, Kurth
quips, if the United States has any hope
of steering a course toward peace and
prosperity, “America will have to become
more American than it has been in
recent years” by returning to the values
of the American Creed and the virtues
of the American republic (p. 394).
The American Way of Empire gives
the reader much to ponder, without
being ponderous. Kurth entertains and
educates in equal measure, delighting
the reader with many witticisms and
turns of phrase, often turning common
wisdom on its head in the process. In a
discerning inversion of the well-worn
American conception of containment
during the Cold War, Kurth wryly
observes that “in actuality, the most
important containment going on had
been that by the Soviet Union of the
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United States” (p. 23). Herein lies an
admonition for the policy makers and
national-security professionals who
should read The American Way of
Empire: too often America sets forth
to change the world, without realizing
that just as often the world changes it.
JEFFREY P. ROGG
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