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Introduction


Asserting that Americans and Europeans have different diplomatic styles would appear to be one of the easier calls in current affairs.  As Bob Kagan famously put it, “on major strategic and international questions today, Americans are from Mars and Europeans are from Venus.”
  Since George W. Bush came into office, the United States has rejected or stalled a plethora of international treaties, organizations, and understandings.  Three years ago, a Pew Global Attitudes survey found that pluralities in most of the nations surveyed complained about American unilateralism – and those attitudes have only hardened over time.
  Richard Haass, Bush’s first Director of Policy Planning at the State Department, made it clear that unilateralism has been a significant component of Bush’s foreign policy.
  At the same time, the European Union has grown more assertive in calling for law-based forms of global governance, all the while expanding its own membership beyond the northwest portion of the continent.  On issues ranging from nonproliferation to war crimes to genetically modified foods to competition policy, the EU and its member states have relentlessly pushed for the principle of multilateralism to regulate world affairs.  

Wrapped up in this transatlantic divide is the general perception that the Bush administration has diverged from prior administrations in both foreign policy substance and style.  On the substantive side, the United States appears to be walking away from international institutions of its own creation – in order to pursue the foreign policy aims set forth in Bush’s September 2002 National Security Strategy and his second inaugural address.
  With regard to style, the Bush administration’s first term appeared at times to be an exercise in rudeness.  Beyond the Axis of Evil, close allies like Canada, Germany, Mexico, South Korea, and Turkey were on the receiving end of some sharp rhetoric from Bush administration officials.  Fareed Zakaria concluded in 2003 that U.S. officials had, “developed a language and diplomatic style that seemed calculated to offend the world.”

A closer look, however, reveals some discordant information beneath the surface.  The Bush administration’s reaction to the September 11th terrorist attacks involved a healthy number of multilateral institutions, for example.  In some international organizations, like the World Trade Organization, it is the United States who has played good cop to the EU’s bad cop.  As for diplomatic style, both George W. Bush and French President Jacques Chirac seemed plucked from central casting to substantiate the worst stereotypes about their respective countries. In the run-up to the second Gulf War, neither Chirac nor German Prime Minister Gerhard Schroeder lacked for rudeness.  Is there really a transatlantic divide over diplomacy?  If so, what is the cause?

  This chapter argues that there is a transatlantic divide over the utility of international organizations – and diplomacy more generally.  Contrary to public perceptions, however, this divide is not because the United States is reflexively unilateralist and EU members are always multilateralist.  Rather, the fundamental transatlantic clash is about process more than outcome.  For Americans, multilateralism is strictly a means to an end; for Europeans, multilateralism remains an end in itself.  The Bush administration has merely taken the American view to its logical extreme – the difference in diplomatic style between this administration and the ones that preceded it is a difference of degree rather than kind.  If world politics is a Prisoner’s Dilemma, the Bush administration has chosen to pursue a “grim trigger” strategy to deal with it.  This renders traditional diplomacy of little use – a fact that has caused its own negative reaction on the European continent.

Will this divergence over multilateralism persist?  Many international relations commentators have argued that because that the growing divide in capabilities between the US and EU, the answer is yes.  However, there are reasons to believe that the long-term distribution of power, the medium-term distribution of threats, and the shared sense of social purpose on many issues will prevent a long-term rupture.  The United States and Europe will always have issues to contest, but compared to the rest of the world, American and European interests coincide much more than they conflict.  

The costs and benefits of multilateralism
There are as many definitions of multilateralism as there are multilateral institutions.
  For the purposes of this chapter, multilateralism is the diplomatic tactic of acting in concert with several countries under the aegis of an international regime, relying on previously agreed-upon rules and procedures for achieving policy coordination.  International relations scholars and foreign policy analysts have debated the merits of multilateral institutions as long as the study of international relations has existed.  This debate, however, has taken on a renewed sense of urgency with the Bush administration’s ascent to power and the 9/11 attacks.  

From a great power’s perspective, the relative pros and cons of multilateralism are straightforward.
  On the plus side, multilateralism enhances both the material and non-material incentives for promoting global governance.  Materially, international organizations make it easier to monitor multilateral agreements.  Beyond achieving a common policy position, multilateralism makes it easier for governments to reassure each other if or when circumstances change.  Multilateralism also facilitates the enforcement of global rules and regulations; sanctions imposed with the imprimatur of a multilateral institution are far more likely to succeed in obtaining compliance from the targeted country.
  Beyond multilateralism’s material effects, the logic of appropriateness also applies to international organizations by enhancing the legitimacy of foreign policy.
  International organizations can foster a sense of legal obligation for states to comply with the promulgated set of rules.
  The more countries that participate in a multilateral enterprise, the greater the normative desire of all countries to avoid belonging in the “out group.”
  Ideally, multilateralism can “lock in” what great powers want to do in the first place.
  

The drawbacks of multilateralism for the great powers are equally clear.
  First and foremost, there is the possibility that multilateral agreements create a false sense of security.  The history of international law suggests that states will choose to defect from international agreements when such action is conducive to their interests.
  If a state believes that multilateralism will compel cooperation when it doesn’t, then that state could be in for a rude surprise in the future.
  For example, both the United States and the International Atomic Energy Agency were surprised, following the end of the first Gulf War, just how far Iraq had proceeded with its nuclear weapons program despite being an IAEA member and a signatory to the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty.  

Even if multilateral agreements do lead to effective outcomes, they can also be cumbersome and time-consuming to negotiate.  Obviously, the greater the number of voices that need to be heard, the tougher it becomes to foster a common position on anything.    Previous studies show that superpowers expend considerable resources to attain multilateral cooperation.  Great powers must bear considerable costs to convince others participants in multilateral bodies of their seriousness of intent.
  Even if that is achieved, superpowers will often lose out on burden-sharing because other states will free-ride off of them, enjoying the provision of public benefits without paying much for them.
 Most significantly, great powers must be concerned that strict adherence to the principle of multilateralism will constrain their foreign policy actions.  For the great powers, multilateralism can be like golf – a game in which strange rules and ill-fitting tools make it very difficult to achieve what would otherwise be a relatively simple task.  

Reviewing the record

Given the relative costs and benefits of multilateralism, has the Bush administration simply decided that the costs always outweigh the benefits?   It is easy to make the argument that the United States has veered towards unilateralism.  Within its first six months, the Bush administration abruptly pulled out of the Kyoto Protocol, the International Criminal Court, and announced its intention to pull out of the ABM treaty.  On a host of other issues, ranging from the UN Conference on Racism to the OECD effort to combat harmful tax practices, the administration altered its position at the cost of international comity.  The United States invaded Iraq without explicit authorization from the United Nations Security Council, and imposed steel tariffs that violated WTO trade rules.  What more evidence is needed to demonstrate the Bush administration’s disregard for multilateral initiatives?  


The problem is, when you parse actions from rhetoric, this administration has pursued a reasonably multilateralist foreign policy since the September 11th attacks.  To some extent, American foreign policy in recent years needs to be watched like a television set put on mute – subtract the rhetoric, and the administration’s foreign policy looks much less belligerent than it sounds.  

The immediate reaction to the terrorist attacks was besotted with multilateral institutions.  U.S. military operations in Afghanistan took place with the full blessing of both NATO and the United Nations Security Council.  As of this writing, there are more non-American than American troops engaged in Afghan peacekeeping, under the explicit aegis of NATO and the Security Council.  The administration’s immediate reaction to combating terrorist financing was to strengthen the role of the relevant international bodies – the Financial Action Task Force, the Egmont Group, and the International Monetary Fund.  


In its foreign economic policy, the administration has played the part of responsible hegemon while the European Union has been the petulant protectionist.  Yes, the steel tariffs imposed by the Bush administration in 2002 were problematic, but one can argue that this step was a temporary and necessary evil to secure Congressional backing for trade promotion authority (and pales in comparison to the extent of EU protectionism on agricultural subsidies).
  The U.S. took the lead in jump-starting the latest round of World Trade Organization talks at Doha, and made early concessions on intellectual property rights in order to secure buy-in from the developing world.  On both agricultural and manufacturing barriers, the U.S. trade negotiators have demonstrated a willingness to liberalize that makes their European counterparts blanch.  The Bush administration also complied quickly with the WTO ruling against the steel tariffs.  The U.S. has also pushed for more regional free trade agreements.  The Central American Free Trade Agreement has been ratified, and negotiations are ongoing or pending with Southern Africa, Latin America, and the Middle East.  The administration has also advocating for more concessionary spending from the international financial institutions.


Critics would point to the National Security Strategy (NSS), with its discussion of preemption and a desire to prevent a peer competitor from challenging U.S. hegemony.  Even in that discussion, however, there is a pledge to “coordinate closely with our allies to form a common assessment of the most dangerous threats.”  Then, in the introduction, there is this:  “The United States is committed to lasting institutions like the United Nations, the World Trade Organization, the Organization of American States, and NATO as well as other long-standing alliances.”  No wonder John Lewis Gaddis concluded, “the Bush NSS comes across as more forceful, more carefully crafted, and – unexpectedly – more multilateral than its immediate predecessor.”
  


The administration’s post-NSS strategy on nuclear non-proliferation has also been more multilateral. The follow-up document to the NSS – the December 2002 National Strategy to Combat Weapons of Mass Destruction – has more multilateral language than the NSS itself.
 The administration's rationale for preemption is the nexus between WMD proliferation and terrorism, so one would have expected an extended discussion of this doctrine. But the section in the December document on strengthening nonproliferation emphasizes the key roles of bilateral diplomacy, strengthening existing multilateral regimes, and even negotiating new ones.  There is no substantive focus on preemption.  Since the articulation of that document, the administration has invested considerable effort in jump-starting the Proliferation Security Initiative, a club of states committed to interdicting WMD materials.  


As for the world’s other trouble spots, the post-9/11 approach has also been multilateral.  In the Balkans, the U.S. consistently deferred to the European Union on policy matters.  Washington agreed to threaten aid sanctions against Yugoslavia unless Slobodan Milosevic was extradited to The Hague, and was also willing to let the Europeans take the lead on peacekeeping operations in Macedonia.  In the Middle East, the U.S. willingly participated in policy coordination with the quartet – the U.S., EU, Russia, and the United Nations.  

Perhaps the best test of whether the Bush administration has acted unilaterally has been to examine their policy towards the three countries identified as the “Axis of Evil” in Bush’s 2002 State of the Union speech.  In all three cases, the administration has acted more multilaterally than perceptions suggest.  In the case of Iran, for example, the administration agreed in the fall of 2004 to let the “EU-3” – Great Britain, France and Germany – take the lead in negotiating with Teheran on that country’s alleged WMD program.  At every stage of the process to date, the administration has worked within the International Atomic Energy Agency and United Nations Security Council to maximize support for convincing Iran to comply.

With North Korea, the Bush administration has found itself in the odd position of cajoling both allies (Japan and South Korea) as well as rivals (China and Russia) to approach the problem in a multilateral fashion.  Most of these countries would prefer to have the U.S. alone deal with North Korea, but the U.S. prefers ensuring that all of North Korea’s principal trade and foreign policy partners remain on the same negotiating page.  In February 2003, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld had to buttonhole his Russian counterpart on the importance of using the International Atomic Energy Agency to help defuse the North Korean crisis.
  

Then there’s Iraq.  For all of the bluster about Bush’s unilateralism, the administration went through the U.N. Security Council at every step in the bargaining process, even though the Council hardly acted like a rubber stamp on the issue.
  At the core of Bush’s September 2002 U.N. address was that action against Iraq was necessary to restore the credibility of the United Nations; this was also the essence of Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld’s controversial speech in Munich in February 2003.  Jonathan Rauch, summarizing the post-invasion state of affairs in November 2003, reached a similar conclusion:
  

Obviously much of the world opposed the U.S. invasion of Iraq, but to speak of America as isolated or Bush as unilateralist seems an exaggeration, to be charitable. The administration tried hard to get the Security Council to put teeth in its own resolutions against Saddam Hussein. It went to the council not once but twice, when unilateralists said the right number of times was zero. It received support from dozens of countries, including some European biggies (Britain, Spain, Italy, Poland). It sought and obtained the Security Council's blessing for the occupation. It received $13 billion in reconstruction pledges from many countries. It is getting help from 24,000 foreign troops in Iraq, most of them British and Polish, but with support from more than 30 countries. 

Reviewing the record, the one issue area where the United States has consistently acted in an unconditionally unilateral manner relates to warfighting.  The United States has adamantly opposed the International Criminal Court, largely to protect U.S. soldiers against politically inspired prosecutions.
  Allied countries participated in the invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan, but the United States was at best indifferent to their support.  In large part this was the hangover from the 1999 NATO bombing campaign in Kosovo.  Military experts across the board observed a discernible gap between American and European forces over issues ranging from technological sophistication to combat readiness.  On this issue, the Bush administration clearly believed that the freedom of action from acting unilaterally outweighed any benefit of military multilateralism.  

Overall, the U.S. can be accused of threatening to act in a unilateral manner if it doesn't get most of what it wants through multilateral institutions. And as any international relations scholar will attest, this is pretty much how all great powers have acted since the invention of multilateral institutions.  

Crossing the Atlantic, there is no question that European leaders have repeatedly preached the virtues of multilateralism in the face of American ‘hyperpuissance.’  However, other actions and declarations by European officials do call the sincerity of these claims into question. Gerhard Schroeder rescued his electoral prospects in August 2002 by explicitly declaring that Germany would not support an invasion of Iraq regardless of how the UN Security Council acted.  French President Jacques Chirac blasted the Eastern European governments that were signatories to statements supporting the U.S. position on Iraq.  In his immortal words, “they missed a great opportunity to shut up.”
  France’s Defense Minister at the time went further, stating explicitly, “We could have expected that the countries that want to join [the EU] strike up a cautious position.”
  France and Germany, along with Belgium, also tried to block NATO from moving military material to Turkey to defend that country’s borders in case it was attacked by Iraq – angering the other members of NATO.
  On the trade front, the EU’s Agricultural Commissioner blasted developing country demands prior to the 2003 Cancun Ministerial, declaring, “If they want to do business, they should come back to mother earth.”
  In 2005, Chirac helped sabotage his country’s bid for the 2012 Summer Olympics after his anti-British and anti-Finnish comments were published in the day before International Olympic Committee voting.
  Europe has certainly not acted in a consistently unilateral manner – but European leaders have had their moments of pique.  

The diplomacy of the “grim trigger” 

Why does the Bush administration receive no credit for its multilateralism?  To explain this, we need to take a little detour into game theory and familiarize ourselves with the mysteries of the Prisoner’s Dilemma and the grim trigger.  

Scholars of international relations think of world politics as a variation of the Prisoner’s Dilemma (PD).
  PD participants face a simple choice – cooperate or defect with each other.  The fundamental attribute of the Prisoner’s Dilemma game is that all players are better off with an outcome of mutual cooperation than mutual defection, but each player is best off defecting when everyone else is cooperating.  If the PD game is played only once, the dominant strategy is to always defect.  When played repeatedly, there are a plethora of equilibrium strategies, which can lead to outcomes of repeated cooperation, repeated defection, or a combination of both.
  The ones that yield the best results start with cooperation while demonstrating a willingness to defect if other players cheat.  

The key variable in these strategies is how much to punish other players who decide to defect.  A tit-for-tat strategy, for example, punishes one-time defections with corresponding one-time defections.  Tit-for-two-tats strategy is more forgiving; punishment only takes place when another player defects twice in a row.  The grim trigger is the ne plus ultra of punishment strategies.  A player who uses the grim trigger starts out cooperating.  If another player cheats at any point, however, then the punishment is infinite – i.e., the player will refuse to cooperate for the rest of the game.  There is no give to the grim trigger – once the punishment starts, it never stops.  

Thinking in terms of foreign policy, the principal advantage to the grim trigger is that it can compel a larger class of governments into cooperating than other strategies.
  Because the punishment associated with the grim trigger is so large, rational governments that would not be impressed by a simple tit-for-tat punishment would find an incentive to cooperate when interacting with a grim trigger government.  The key, of course, is that these governments decide to cooperate before the grim trigger is actually pulled; it’s the threat of punishment that compels cooperation.  

A reputation for resolve is a necessary condition for the grim trigger to work properly.  Because the strategy imposes costs on the government that plays it as well as everyone else, governments with an incentive to defect must believe that the country in question will actually execute the strategy properly.  If there is doubt in other players’ minds, then the utility of this strategy declines dramatically.  


Game theory is, well, theoretical; what would the diplomacy of the grim trigger look like in practice?  It would require the government to publicly announce in advance what it viewed as examples of non-cooperative behavior, and to state repeatedly that such actions would meet with the gravest of retaliations.  Such a government will commit to multilateral initiatives only if these institutions follow through on their commitments – and punish those states that choose to renege.  Because of the importance of reputation, a grim trigger approach has little room for hypocrisy – a government would need to do what it said in order to ensure its reputation for resolve remains intact.  

Most important, the actual practice of diplomacy would be of little use to a grim trigger government, beyond the issuance of ultimatums.  If diplomacy consists of the private conveyance of information, or an indication of a willingness to alter negotiation terms, it serves little purpose in advancing the grim trigger.  Indeed, normal diplomacy and bargaining would actually be counterproductive, because that would signal a flexibility that no grim trigger state would want to broadcast.  


The above paragraph bears more than a passing resemblance to the Bush administration’s foreign policy.  Seen through the lens of the Prisoner's Dilemma, the style and substance of the Bush administration's approach to multilateralism bears a remarkable resemblance to the grim trigger.  Because of the importance of reputation, the American view of multilateralism differs from most other countries.  For the United States, multilateralism only serves as a means to an end.  The 2001 National Security Strategy explicitly states:  “In all cases, international obligations are to be taken seriously.  They are not to be undertaken symbolically to rally support for an ideal without furthering its attainment.”  This administration is consistent on this point – when multilateral rules are broken, be they IMF lending agreements or UN Security Council resolutions, the U.S. will use the necessary means to enforce the norms underlying those multilateral institutions.  Multilateral institutions that fail to enforce their own norms – like the UN – end up becoming the object of scorn.  Those institutions that are seen as effective – like the WTO – are given greater deference by the Bush administration.  


This does not mean that the Bush administration rejects multilateralism out of hand – but it does mean that they will engage in forum-shopping when an international organization fails to follow through, or appears to be dysfunctional.  Most commonly, the administration has switched tracks from a formal international governmental organization with near-universal membership to a more informal club of like-minded states.
  On nonproliferation, for example, the Bush administration has shown little interest in the recent review of the Non-Proliferation Treaty – because in the administration’s eyes, the NPT is a failed regime.  Instead, officials have voiced a willingness to shift nonproliferation responsibilities away from the near-universal membership of the NPT/IAEA and towards G-8, the Nuclear Suppliers Group, the aforementioned Proliferation Security Initiative (PSI), or bilateral agreements with countries like India.
  The PSI in particular played a crucial supporting role in convincing Libya to renounce its nuclear aspirations.
  On global warming, the U.S. withdrew from the Kyoto protocol, objecting to the unfair distribution of costs and the lack of enforcement measures.
  In July 2005 the United States launched the Asian Pacific Partnership for Clean Development and Climate with Australia, China, India, Japan, and South Korea.  Press reports intimated that its creators believed the arrangement to be an improvement over Kyoto.
  


This approach also helps to explain some of the administration’s bilateral approaches as well.  For example, the administration evinced a willingness to cooperate with the Palestinian Authority (PA) under Yassir Arafat – until a cargo ship laden with PA-purchased weapons was uncovered.  From that point on, the United States refused to cooperate with Arafat and refused to condemn Israel for any actions it took in the occupied territories.  Clearly, the grim trigger had been pulled.  


One can argue that this strategy has yielded cooperative outcomes that would not have happened using another strategy.  Game theory would predict that the grim trigger yields results with states reluctant to cooperate when faced with less threatening diplomatic practices.  Pakistan has provided significant levels of cooperation since the September 11th terrorist attacks – despite the domestic unpopularity this brings president Pervez Musharraf.  In part this was due to the clear U.S. message of the costs of noncooperation.  Similarly, Libya has renounced its WMD aspirations and agreed to cooperate with the United States.  Libya’s leader, Muammar Ghadhafi, articulated a link between his decision and Bush’s decision to invade Iraq.
  Despite arguments about the administration’s foreign policy causing blowback among Muslims, public opinion surveys also demonstrate a decline in public support in the Middle East for suicide bombings.
  There is evidence that in the spring of 2003, when Operation Iraqi Freedom appeared to be a success, Iran sent out diplomatic feelers to negotiate a “grand bargain” with the United States about a variety of issues.


There are, however, significant downsides to the grim trigger strategy – many of which also crop up in any dissection of recent American foreign policy.  For one thing, a grim trigger approach renders traditional diplomacy superfluous.  If the trademarks of traditional diplomacy are discretion, consultation, tact, and sensitivity to the position of others, the grim trigger strategy is its complete obverse.  For the strategy to work, its practitioner much be blunt, unyielding, public, and, in essence, trigger-happy.  While such an approach might yield results from adversaries or potential adversaries, it can backfire when dealing with even mildly recalcitrant allies.  


This helps to explain the Bush administration’s abject failure at “gardening” – a term former Secretary of State George Shultz used to describe the careful cultivation of allies through repeated, routinized consultations.
  Gardening was a key part of Bush’s foreign policy mantra as a candidate, but he did not implement it across the administration.  During Bush’s first term in office, allies (except for Tony Blair) routinely carped about being out of the loop when the U.S. makes foreign policy decisions.  Face-to-face consultations between high-ranking U.S. officials and allies practically disappeared.  Colin Powell was the least traveled Secretary of State in thirty years; Bush was the least-traveled president in forty years.  In his first three years of office, Vice President Cheney traveled abroad only once.
  This led to some process-oriented mistakes, such as peremptorily withdrawing from the Kyoto Protocol without ever consulting with any European allies.  Even Bush administration officials acknowledged that they could have handled that episode with more grace.
  Without gardening, a poorly-worded utterance – a German Justice Minister comparing Bush to Hitler, or a U.S. Defense Secretary comparing Germany to Cuba – pours salt into deepening transatlantic wounds.  


There are other drawbacks to this type of grand strategy.   This strategic approach potentially overemphasizes the importance of reputation in international affairs.  It remains an open theoretical question whether governments think about another country as having a single reputation for bargaining.
  Even if this were the case, however, recent research suggests that a reputation for resolve may matter less in crisis diplomacy than a reputation for honesty.
  Furthermore, the grim trigger cannot cope with the possibility of cross-issue linkages – because a concession in one arena of bargaining would be seen as a willingness to horse-trade.  The inability to trade across issues also undermines a clear benefit of multilateralism, which is to allow for the kind of pork-barrel political exchanges that routinely take place in domestic legislatures.


The final and most obvious problem with the grim trigger is the brittle nature of the strategy.  The grim trigger never forgives and never forgets – any defection from another government triggers the eternal punishment phase.  However, there can be many reasons for defection, and not all of them are intentionally designed to sour relations.
  When Gerhard Schroeder declared that Germany would ignore even a Security Council mandate, his targeted audience for that message was domestic.  Running for re-election, Schroeder was willing to make statements and take positions that he knew he would have to walk back later.  Sure enough, after he won, he backed away from anti-American statements.  However, for the United States, the grim trigger was essentially pulled.  The grim trigger can therefore lead to unnecessary diplomatic ruptures, whereas more permissive approaches are robust enough to cope with the occasional disagreement.  


The diplomacy of communicative action


Another obvious problem is the extent to which a grim trigger strategy clashes with the style of European diplomacy.  The stereotype of European diplomacy is that multilateralism remains an end in itself.
  Substantial disagreements are papered over with either vague communiqués or a pledge to continue negotiations in the future.  Put crudely, outright violation from international agreements is handled with a chorus of “stop, or I’ll say ‘stop’ again!”  

This stereotype overlooks the mix of sincere and strategic components to European diplomacy.  Among European international relations scholars, there is a strong belief that Habermasian discourse has the capacity to lead eventually to multilateral cooperation.  Even when no agreement is achieved, communicative action can achieve a purpose.  Thomas Risse explains:  “Argumentative and deliberative behavior is as goal oriented as strategic interaction, but the goal is not to attain one’s fixed preferences, but to seek a reasoned consensus.  Actors’ interests, preferences, and the perceptions of the situation are no longer fixed, but subject to discursive challenges.”
  The hope is that a sufficient amount of Habermasian communication will eventually generate an unforced consensus.  This is particularly true if the issue area involves technical, scientific, or otherwise abstruse information.

Some scholars and diplomats go even further in praising the powers of talk.  For them, communication and debate are not merely useful for facilitating agreement – they are essential features to giving legitimacy to any international agreement.  Jennifer Mitzen asserts, “we take for granted that public, interstate talk matters for legitimacy; it is part of our common sense about contemporary world politics.”
  

In point of fact, there is a strategic logic to the European policy of communicative action.  It is true that in the short-term, multilateral diplomacy can look both ineffective and hypocritical.  If participants cannot achieve a common position, then nothing appears to have been accomplished.  If an agreement is reached, it is often honored only in the breach.  The gap between what governments say and what they do can seem quite large at times.  However, the communicative approach has the advantage of preventing the lock-in of undesirable policies.  As Robert Kagan has pointed out, the strategy of multilateral diplomacy looks desirable when a government lacks the power resources to bargain in alternative fora.
  

In the long term, there is a strategic rationale to this kind of bargaining approach.  Agreements that are not initially honored can acquire greater normative cachet over time.  For example, at the time they were signed, the human rights component of the Helsinki Accords were thought to be completely irrelevant.  These “Basket Three” arrangements, however, played an important role in toppling communist governments in Eastern Europe.
  Similar arguments have been made for a broad swath of issue areas, including the abolition of slavery, humanitarian interventions, and the environment.
  

This approach to diplomacy has yielded some significant successes for European statesmen.  The most significant example is the European Union itself.  It is the most integrated, rule-bound supranational organization in existence.  Each step towards integration required painstaking, laborious negotiations.  However, reverses never led to defeat.  Those who doubt the ability of the European project to overcome the French and Dutch rejections of a proposed EU constitution would do well to remember that in the 1970s, monetary integration looked like it would remain a non-starter.
  


This approach to multilateralism is antithetical to the grim trigger strategy.  The latter calls for action when words fail, while the former consists only of words.  For Europeans, the call to action is in and of itself a signal that diplomacy has failed.  If Habermasians believe that public talk has legitimating purpose in world politics, then the resort to action must be seen as delegitimating such an approach.  Not surprisingly, the instances in which Europeans have acted rudely have been those in which the United States or other countries have rejected the diplomatic route in favor of coercive threats.    


Predicting the future


There has been much gnashing of teeth over the prospect that the United States has said goodbye to multilateralism for good.
  Three years ago, Robert Kagan asserted that the growing power gap between the United States and European countries was responsible for the divergence in transatlantic diplomacy.
  Economic and demographic trends will only reinforce this power gap.  Does this mean that the United States and the European Union will remain divided over the common language of diplomacy?  


There are excellent reasons to believe that much of this divide is temporary.  American power is impressive but hardly unlimited.  As Iraq has bogged down American men and material, and as oil prices have continued to rise, the Bush administration simply lacks the capacity to use the grim trigger repeatedly.  With this relative weakness has come a shift away from the grim trigger and towards more permissive strategies in the second term.
  Personnel turnovers have replaced many of the most ardent grim trigger neoconservatives with more diplomatic officials.  Face-to-face consultations have also increased dramatically since Condoleezza Rice replaced Colin Powell.
  The greater degree of consultation with allies, combined with a willingness to let them take the negotiating lead with Iran, suggests that the grim trigger might be used more sparingly.  


 The distribution of threats and power will also lead the United States and the European Union into a more cooperative posture.  In terms of threats, the global war on terrorism isn’t disappearing anytime soon.  Despite all the bluster, both Americans and European recognize a common foe in that arena – and cooperation in technical areas like terrorist financing has persisted despite high-profile transatlantic blowups.  In terms of power, both the United States and the European Union must be concerned about relative losses.  Economic and demographic trends suggest that growth of India and China will shift what is currently a bipolar economic distribution of power into a more multipolar world.
  The rise of new centers of power with preferences that sharply diverge from the West may also force the American and Europeans to cooperate more closely.
  


In the end, however, the fact remains that the current contretemps has more to do with process than substance.  Americans and Europeans share a broad degree of consensus about the desired ends in world politics.  Polling data shows that – despite George W. Bush’s personal unpopularity in Europe, more Europeans than Americans agree with President Bush’s desire for democracy promotion.
  Disputes over process have been bad before – see the early eighties, when the United States actually sanctioned Western European firms and hundreds of thousands of Europeans protested the deployment of Pershing II missiles.  These storms have been weathered because the desired goals of American and European governments remain unchanged.  The transatlantic tiffs over diplomatic style make great headlines – but they do not fundamentally alter the transatlantic relationship.  
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