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THE Bush doctrine – the principle that the US has the right to attack nations that pose a threat to its national security – is illegal in the context of international law relating to the use of force. There is no reasonable interpretation of the UN charter which allows for pre-emptive war, unless the threat is imminent and unavoidable.

An example often cited is that if the US had detected the Japanese fleet which was on its way to bomb Pearl Harbour in December 1941, it could have legally attacked the fleet before the latter launched its attack on the US base. The Bush doctrine does not expound this form of pre-emption as the threat against which the US may take action does not need to be imminent nor unavoidable under the doctrine’s principles. It simply has to exist in the opinion of the US. No hard evidence of its existence need be presented. The doctrine is in blatant violation of the UN charter and its fundamental principle which allows military action only in self-defence.

That being said, the doctrine appears to be a remarkably flexible, effective foreign policy tool, especially since the US public initially bought into it whole-heartedly. The justification offered by the Bush administration for this foreign policy was the 9/11 attack that, according to US officials like Condoleezza Rice, made the US realise that it faced threats from all quarters of the globe, and that it had to seek out and destroy such threats before they could harm it. Shocked by the events of 9/11, Americans and others around the world found this a fairly reasonable principle.

Thus, the Bush administration apparently got away with a blatantly illegal foreign policy doctrine that would allow it to assert and maintain its global hegemony. The doctrine essentially allowed the US to use force wherever and whenever it so chose as it did not define “threat”. Arguably, if a country such as Venezuela threatened to cut off oil supplies, the US could bomb it because a curtailment of Venezuelan oil could pose a national security threat to the US.

Similarly, if Pakistan had chosen not to help in the war on terror, the US could have launched missile strikes against its vital infrastructure because Pakistan’s refusal of aid would have posed a “threat” to national security. If the US wanted a permanent base in the Middle East and secure enormous oil reserves, it could invade Iraq, because Iraq’s alleged WMD capacity was a threat to national security.

The Bush doctrine provided a military carte blanche to the US in a domestically palatable form, thereby providing the necessary military resources to achieve the neo-conservative goal of perpetuating US global hegemony indefinitely. Unfortunately for the Bush administration and its neo-conservative ideologues, declaring to the world that the most powerful military force in history could attack who it wants and when it wants has had some drawbacks.

The first such drawback is that this doctrine severely damages US “soft” power. International relations expert Joseph Nye first coined the term “soft power” which is contrasted with hard power – the use of military and economic might to make others change their position. Nye defines “soft power” as a country’s ability to influence events through persuasion and attraction, rather than military or financial coercion, and argues that a country has more soft power if its culture, values and institutions win international admiration and respect. Diplomacy and a nation’s standing in international bodies enable it to build alliances.

Crucial to understanding Nye’s concept of soft power is the importance of US popular culture worldwide, in the form of Hollywood and hamburger chains. Also relevant to the concept of “soft power” is the lure of the US style of government, widely hailed for its freedoms and respect for the rule of law domestically and internationally, and for the opportunity it offers to immigrants.

Nye’s conclusion may have been essentially correct in the early 1990s, immediately on the collapse of the Soviet Union. It is decidedly false in 2007, and this remarkable loss of US soft power may be directly attributable to the Bush doctrine and its ramifications. The Bush doctrine is in almost direct conflict with the established norms of international law regarding the use of force by a sovereign nation; and the world is aware of this illegality. The invasion of Iraq was followed by the Abu Ghraib scandal and the war on terror by the denial of human rights.

How then can the US exert soft power through trumpeting its respect for the rule of law? In the light of Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo, would China be able to hide a smirk if the US lectured it on its human rights record? If Ethiopia invaded Eritrea in an act of military aggression, would the US have any moral sway in dissuading the Ethiopians by pointing to the UN charter?

The world no longer views the US as benign. In a poll conducted in 2004, an overwhelming majority of Germans believed that the US and George Bush were the greatest threat to world peace. A significant majority of British, Mexicans and Canadians in 2006 believed that the Bush administration was a grave threat to world peace. Negative world opinion is not limited to just Bush. It has become a virtual truism that America, and all things American, are viewed with distaste directly following 9/11.

In many circles it is viewed as a “rogue superpower. This is a huge blow to US power in general, (if power is defined, generally, as the ability to get your way) because, as Nye points out, hard power alone cannot always get the job done.

The Bush doctrine has weakened the US in other tangible ways as well. The doctrine was ostensibly meant to make the US secure against foreign attacks. In actuality, it was meant to provide the US with a doctrinal platform by which to police the world, protect its interests, and undermine or terminate unfavourable foreign regimes and governments through the unbridled use of hard power. However, the doctrine may actually have had the opposite effect, making the US less secure and less able to exert hard power.

The Bush doctrine is meant to prevent the development of WMD by “rogue” nations, by allowing the US to attack and destroy development capabilities. But the doctrine has actually caused certain states to accelerate their development of deadly weapons. Since Washington’s declaration that it would be free to use its military power without limitation, both North Korea and Iran have ratcheted up there nuclear development programmes as such states have realised, according to international relations scholar Kenneth Waltz, “that the US can only be held at bay through deterrence,” and that “weapons of mass destruction are the only means to deter the United States.”

Other experts concur with Waltz’s opinion. Steven Miller has written that in the face of unbridled use of US military power, certain states “are likely to draw the conclusion that weapons of mass destruction are necessary to deter American intervention”. Selig Harrison has commented that “there is no question that the lesson that the North Koreans have learned from Iraq is that they need a nuclear deterrent.” The same may be said with regard to Iran and the recent acceleration of its nuclear programme. The message is simple: develop nuclear weapons, or else there is nothing stopping a US invasion.

If power, in the geo-strategic sense, is broadly defined as a state’s ability to get its way with other states, then the Bush doctrine has fundamentally weakened US power in the five years since its pronouncement. The US can no longer use soft power as effectively as in the past in order to convince other nations to adopt US policies.

It also faces the prospect of encountering far more robust military deterrents from the very states it wishes to contain. The Bush doctrine and actions predicated on its principles have also created the greatest domestic societal polarisation that the US has witnessed since the Vietnam war, thereby damaging the administration’s ability to convince Congress and the US people to go along with its international policies and proposed actions.

By the Bush administration’s own admission, the Bush doctrine was promulgated in response to the attacks of 9/11. Could Osama bin Laden and those responsible for the attacks have hoped for anything more than this palpable reduction of US influence and power? If the goal of Al Qaeda is to damage US power, does this not lead to the conclusion that Al Qaeda has, whether by virtue of their own actions or the US’s response, achieved a resounding victory?

