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In his essay “The Ethics of America’s Afghan War,” Professor Richard

W. Miller vigorously condemns the United States’ continued counterinsur-

gency efforts in Afghanistan. To him, the moral costs do not justify the pro-

secution of the Afghan war. I concede at once that an assessment of costs and

benefits may well lead to that conclusion; indeed, this is true of any war.

However, in my judgment Professor Miller has failed to make his case. Simply

put, his two central theses rest on dubious predictions and, more important, are

morally objectionable. He proposes, first, that the United States withdraw from

the country after brokering a settlement under which the Taliban would be

allowed to rule over part of the country. Writes Professor Miller: “The

United States has . . . a moral duty . . . to achieve a political settlement, conceding

control of the Pashtun countryside to the Taliban” (p. ). Second, he calls on the

United States to abandon its delusions of grandeur and humbly accept that it can

no longer achieve its objectives by wielding hegemonic power. According to

Miller, the United Stated should pursue instead a policy of “graceful decline”

(p. ). I address those claims in turn.

The Taliban: A Study in Evil

The United States would be perpetrating a major injustice if it enabled the Taliban

to rule over any part of the territory and over any person. Professor Miller does

not merely say that installing the Taliban in the Pashtun territory is something

that the world should, regrettably, accept as unavoidable: he claims that the

United States has a moral duty to install the Taliban in the Pashtun territory.

Should the United States do this it would be an accomplice, this time by action

rather than omission, in the crimes perpetrated by a despicable regime. Professor
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Miller concedes, as he must, that “Taliban control of the Pashtun South and East

would impose much injustice” (p. ). Even this concession sounds euphemistic,

so let us briefly recall some facts.

The Taliban’s human rights record during the period it wielded power in

Afghanistan is one of the worst in post–World War II history. This is a regime

that executed girls as young as eight years old for the crime of attending school.

The Taliban routinely stoned adulterous women to death and executed, flogged,

and mutilated people for minor infractions. This is not hearsay: the Taliban

proudly conducted these punishments in public. Suffice it to say that for the

United States to enable this regime to consolidate its rule over any population

would be a truly obnoxious foreign policy decision. Those concerned for the plight

of women should be particularly alarmed by the prospect of reinstalling the Taliban

in power, even in a smaller territory. One of the cardinal principles of a morally

justified foreign policy is the obligation not to cooperate with tyranny. Yet this is

exactly what the United States would do, should it follow Professor Miller’s advice.

Despots can be classified into one of two categories. Most of them are opportu-

nistic despots. Their paramount concern is to remain in power, as well as acquire

ever more wealth and influence. Saddam and Stalin belong, I believe, in this cat-

egory: the terrible harm they inflicted was opportunistic, motivated by their desire

to keep or increase their power or wealth. But there are despots who are principled.

These tyrants do evil not out of selfish motives, but because they act out of evil

principles. Adolf Hitler, Jorge Videla, and the Taliban belong in this category.

These persons are typically fanatic and immune to corruption or other tempta-

tions. Here, being principled is a vice, not a virtue, because the value of fidelity

to principle is entirely parasitic on the value of the principle. Hitler’s tenacious

efforts to exterminate the Jews, even when it was obvious that the war was lost

and that the extermination efforts were sapping the energy of his Reich, is an

example of how far principled evildoers can go in implementing their maxims.

Hitler’s quasi-religious belief in the superiority of the Aryan race and his tenacity

in following this belief to the end is what made him terrifying.

The Taliban’s proud public display of power in pursuance of rigid Islamic max-

ims and their firm defense of their crimes in the face of world criticism put them

in the same category. Their attachment to the principles in the name of which they

commit these crimes makes them particularly odious. Like Hitler, these despots

are not corruptible, and that makes them worse, not better. Some may think

the opposite, that the fact that they do these things sincerely in the name of
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Islam makes them less open to criticism. Perhaps, the argument goes, that is part

of a culture that we Westerners do not fully understand. Professor Miller does not

say this openly, but he comes close when he argues that the “political distance”

between the United States and Taliban injustice is a moral reason against interven-

ing. I suggest exactly the opposite: there is more reason to fight principled evil-

doers than opportunistic evildoers, because the former, unlike the latter, cannot

be bribed. The only way to stop principled evildoing is by violence.

Professor Miller has several replies to the humanitarian objection. The first is

that the Taliban cannot be defeated. He says that the effort to defeat the

Taliban with a long, nationwide counterinsurgency “would reveal an Afghan

array of forces, interests, and passions sufficiently favorable to the Taliban to

make them an unappeasable force with enduring nationwide strength” (p. ).

Were this true, Miller would be right that the United States should settle for a

second-best solution. Except in very rare circumstances, even a justified war

should not be waged unless victory is at least probable. Should the Taliban be

the awesome military force that Miller supposes, then the United States should

make an effort to reach the best settlement it can to protect its own interests

and the human rights of the hapless Afghans. In that case, prosecuting the war

would be foolhardy and irresponsible.

Of course, there are no certainties in war, and no one can predict with complete

assurance that NATO will be able to eradicate the Taliban. However, I do not

believe that the Taliban is the fearsome power that Professor Miller depicts.

While the insurgents have shown unexpected resilience, they are no match for

the Western coalition, provided that NATO invests the necessary resources to

win and does not try to fight this war on the cheap, and provided that the

Afghan government and people eventually assume the responsibility for govern-

ance. Certainly the U.S. government and NATO believe that victory is possible,

and I have no reason to give less credibility to these sources than to those upon

which Professor Miller relies. Most important, NATO’s strategy for the recon-

struction of Afghanistan has been endorsed by the international community at

several junctures. All of these sources emphasize the establishment of human

rights and the rule of law within Afghanistan, as well as workable arrangements

for security and development. They assume that eradicating the Taliban, while

difficult, is possible.

Professor Miller does not need to hold the extreme view that the United States

cannot defeat the Taliban. He can simply claim that victory has become harder to
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achieve than was initially thought, costlier than originally expected. Let us concede

this for the sake of argument. Here my reply is different: the determination and

ferocity of the enemy is not a reason to quit; rather, it is a reason to fight harder.

Imagine that in , facing the German counteroffensive in the Ardennes, the

Allies would have sought a compromise with the enemy, analogous to the one

Professor Miller is proposing here. Imagine an agreement that would have allowed

the Third Reich to rule over the Netherlands and Belgium while providing for

German withdrawal from France. Crucifying the Dutch and the Belgians would

have been the price of peace. I take it that such a solution would have been morally

unacceptable, even had the Allies reasonably believed that the Germans would

observe the agreement. If the Western coalition has a just cause in Afghanistan,

such as rescuing Afghans from a barbaric regime, then the fact that the enemy

has redoubled its efforts is an insufficient reason to abandon the fight. In war

as in life, perseverance in the face of adversity is a virtue, not a vice.

There is an additional reason to apply these considerations to Afghanistan. The

Western coalition initially invaded the country to suppress the al-Qaeda threat.

With al-Qaeda presumably weakened or defeated, the Western coalition has an

obligation to help Afghans reconstruct their ravaged country. It is not as if the

United States is considering whether to invade Afghanistan. The United States

is already there, and the sole issue is whether to stay the course or to quit.

Quitting would have terrible consequences for everyone except for the Taliban

and its collaborators. In particular, the consequences are dire for those Afghans

whom the United States, under Miller’s proposal, would throw into the claws of

the Taliban—much like the Allies fed the Czechs to Hitler in  in an effort

to cut their losses.

Professor Miller’s argument appears initially plausible because of how

he characterizes the U.S. involvement in Afghanistan. On his view, the

United States is meddling in Afghanistan to pursue its own imperial interests

without much regard for the wishes and needs of Afghan citizens. But suppose

that we describe the military operations differently: the United States is helping

Afghans to fight insurgents bent on reinstalling a brutal regime in that country.

I take it that Professor Miller would not object to the Afghans themselves fighting

a counterinsurgency war to eradicate the Taliban. If such action is morally justified

(as I assume everyone thinks it would be), so is aiding the Afghans in this task.

This is not intervention anymore, because the NATO troops are there at the behest

of the Afghan people. The NATO troops are performing an essential state
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function that the Afghans cannot perform themselves: defeating vicious insurgents

and restoring civic order as the condition for liberty. The troops are attempting, in

other words, to restore and maintain the political order because the local govern-

ment cannot do it properly. Viewed in that light, the NATO troops are hired by

the Afghans to defend them against the Taliban; they are the agents of the

Afghans. Of course, if this were just an attempt by a political faction to enlist

the United States in defeating a political enemy, then Professor Miller would

have a point. The U.S. armed forces should not be at the service of any foreign

political party that cannot defeat its adversaries in the polls. But this is not the

right way to view Western involvement in Afghanistan. We know that the

Taliban is not just an ordinary political party: it is a villainous organization.

This means that the moral equivalence presupposed in the noninterventionist

argument (that the United States should not intervene in foreign political con-

tests) is inapplicable here. U.S. action is in part humanitarian. One of its pur-

poses is to save millions of innocent persons, and in particular women and

children, from the prospects of despotic rule, the horrific nature of which is not

speculative but certain.

Professor Miller disagrees. He thinks that there is a decisive difference

between the Afghans trying to defeat the Taliban and the United States trying

to help them. He claims that the “political distance” between the United

States and Taliban injustice makes it morally problematic for the United

States to intervene (p. ). I do not fully understand this argument. In a

sense it is obviously true that there is political distance between the United

States and the Afghans. The United States differs from the Afghans who request

its aid in two respects. First, the United States does not have long-term “prop-

erty” interests in Afghanistan. Second, the United States, as Professor Miller

points out, owes a fiduciary duty to the American people. But none of these fac-

tors is decisive in judging the morality of intervention. The first factor is relevant

to the morality of post-intervention: because of its lack of legitimate long-term

“property” interests in Afghanistan, it would be wrong for the United States to

exact unreasonable political or territorial concessions (beyond those related to

legitimate U.S. security concerns, such as ensuring that al-Qaeda does not

return) in exchange for its help. The second factor is more relevant, as popular

support for the war at home may sometimes be a precondition for its legitimacy.

But popular support does not seem to be a major issue in this instance; for while

public support for the war fluctuates considerably, President Obama won the
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presidency in part by convincing the American public that the war in

Afghanistan was justified. Where applicable, these two factors (U.S. “foreign-

ness” and a lack of U.S. popular support) do not disqualify U.S. help to the

Afghans in their quest for human dignity; they just establish some limits to

that help. Political distance did not disqualify the United States from liberating

its European allies in World War II, nor did it preclude India from stopping the

ongoing genocide in Bangladesh.

Professor Miller’s suggestion that political distance “increased the seriousness of

Taliban deaths as a moral reason against continued American violence” is

especially unconvincing (p. ). Of course, all of us would prefer conflicts to

be resolved with no one getting killed, but if the Taliban is an unjust enemy at

war, it is a fair target of lawful killing, political distance or not. In fact, killing a

Taliban insurgent is even more justified than killing an enemy soldier in a conven-

tional war, because the Taliban insurgent, unlike the typical conventional soldier,

fully endorses the unjust cause for which he is fighting. Miller’s claim here presup-

poses that there is a communal relationship between the Taliban and their victims

worth protecting. But, as I have tried to show elsewhere, this idea is false. It

derives from a communitarian prejudice that refuses to die: the idea that victims

of oppression are in part responsible for their suffering. The relationship between

a tyrant and his victims is no closer than the relationship between any criminal

and his victim.

Viewing NATO forces as a surrogate for the Afghan people allows us to evalu-

ate the costs that worry Professor Miller. For the costs in terms of human life are

those that any society, unfortunately, must incur in order to prevent criminals

from taking over the country. Those costs would not be any lesser should the

Afghans attempt to eradicate the Taliban on their own. Given the nature of the

Taliban, the Afghans are lucky to have NATO forces at their disposal to free

their country from this scourge. In any war, we want the costs in innocent lives

to be as low as possible. But it does not seem to me that defeating the Taliban

could be achieved at a lesser cost, nor does it seem to me, above all, that the

costs in terms of human lives and human suffering could be any less than

the costs the Afghans and their liberators are now incurring. On the contrary:

the costs for the large number of people who would have to endure Taliban

rule for the foreseeable future would be, I suspect, much higher than the costs

of the current war. Moreover, these costs should not be calculated only in

terms of human lives. One should add the cost of tyranny, the fear of living
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constantly in the knowledge that any minor deviation can bring the secret police,

the torturers, or the executioners.

Crucially, the Taliban, not NATO, kill most of the innocents. In a report

released as I write these lines, the United Nations Assistance Mission in

Afghanistan (not a particularly pro-U.S. source) has announced that the

Taliban are responsible for  percent of civilian deaths. This is a topic in the

philosophy of war that calls for deeper analysis: how should a just warrior com-

pute the different kinds of victims when making assessments of proportionality?

The different categories are: deaths of innocent civilians; deaths of non-innocent

civilians (collaborators and supporters of the enemy); deaths of the warrior’s own

soldiers; and deaths in the ranks of the enemy. Belligerents bear the highest

responsibility for the deaths of innocent civilians, which is permitted in only

narrow instances specified by an appropriate version of the doctrine of double

effect. Killing enemies is permitted unless unduly treacherous, while the moral sta-

tus of the other two categories (own soldiers and non-innocent civilians) is

unclear, although I would certainly expect a just warrior to care more for his

own soldiers than for culpable civilians (assuming those can be identified). In

addition, there are two different categories that cut across the previous ones:

deaths caused by the just warrior and deaths caused by the enemy. The just war-

rior bears a higher moral responsibility for the deaths he causes than for those

caused by the unjust enemy, and any calculation of cost in terms of human

lives must reflect this moral difference. In Afghanistan, then, the fact that many

of the casualties are enemies, and the fact that a high percentage of casualties

are caused by the Taliban, must be considered in the moral evaluation of the

costs of the war. These distinctions, of course, do not relieve NATO forces

from the moral responsibility for the killings they cause, especially of innocents,

but they suggest a more nuanced method of appraising moral costs.

Professor Miller concedes the humanitarian rationale in principle. He writes:

Granted, if there were strong evidence that those who would be subjected to the
Taliban’s authority in a partial accommodation generally gave their informed consent
to deadly perseverance in U.S. efforts to root out the Taliban, one ought to take account
of this desperate desire for rescue (p. ).

As an aside, this is a strange concession, because if the Taliban cannot be

defeated, as Professor Miller believes, why would the desire for rescue make a
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difference? The United States, on Miller’s own view, cannot rescue these people

because it cannot win the war.

Miller rejects the humanitarian argument in this case, however, on the grounds

that the Afghans themselves prefer ceding control of a portion of their territory to

the Taliban rather than enduring the presence of foreign troops. Relying on a 

poll, Miller claims that a majority of people in the regions that are more likely to

be ceded to the Taliban favor the settlement. While I have misgivings about the

poll (Who was asked, exactly? Precisely what were they asked? What about the

view of all Afghans, and not just those in those regions? What about women?),

I will assume, gratia argumentandi, that those results are accurate. According to

Miller, “a substantial majority were willing to accept the concession of control

[to the Taliban] ( percent in Helmand,  percent in Kandahar)” (p. ).

Helmand and Kandahar, we are told, are the two regions most likely to be

ceded to the Taliban. The United States, according to Miller, should hear the

voice of the people. A majority of those interviewed would rather live under the

Taliban than suffer the presence of American troops. The popular will, reflected

in majority sentiment in the Pashtun territory, supports a settlement with the

Taliban. The attempt to rescue Afghans from injustice is misguided because the

Pashtuns do not want to be rescued. Apparently, Miller thinks that the costs

would be acceptable if the eventual victims of the Taliban’s murderous governance

asked for help, since we would then be balancing those costs against real benefits.

But, we are told, this is not the case. Defeating the Taliban is too costly because the

supposed benefit, rescuing Afghans from injustice, would not be reaped (since the

victims do not want to be rescued). Thus, there is no benefit against which to bal-

ance the costs of the war. I think Professor Miller has to make this argument;

otherwise, his admission of the importance of consent (in the form of desire

for rescue) would be incomprehensible, given that he does not believe the

United States can prevail. Let us call this argument the Popular Will argument.

Any humanitarian intervention—any rescue mission—requires the consent of

the rescued as evidenced by the ascertained desires of the majority of the popu-

lation. If referenda are not available, opinion polls are an acceptable substitute.

The Popular Will argument, however, is fatally flawed. To see why, I will con-

cede at once that a liberal government should not try to rescue persons from tyr-

anny if those persons do not want to be rescued. But this principle identifies the

victims, and the victims alone, as those whose consent matters. Professor Miller’s

numbers (again, taking them at face value) mean that  percent of persons in
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Helmand and  percent of persons in Kandahar have withheld their consent to be

ruled by this despotic regime. The persons in the majority in those regions who

would welcome the Taliban are not entitled to consent on behalf of those who

do not want to be ruled by the Taliban. Those who support the Taliban are colla-

borating with a murderous regime, so they do not have a valid communal interest

in the tyrannical governance of their community—no more than the Germans

who voted for Hitler had a valid communal interest in the persecution of the

Jews. The  percent of Afghans in Helmand and the  percent of Afghans in

Kandahar, those whose opinion Professor Miller considers decisive, are accom-

plices of the Taliban in a criminal enterprise. If they take arms to defend the

Taliban against NATO they will be fighting an unjust war. They would be as

responsible as the Taliban for the atrocities that, we know, will ensue. Surely, in

Afghanistan there are groups who benefit from the Taliban’s persecution of others.

Maybe many men think they benefit from the crimes that the Taliban perpetrates

against women. These are the rent seekers of the worst kind, those who capture

the Taliban’s terror machine for their own purposes. It is simply unacceptable

for Professor Miller to vindicate these persons’ desires to oppress their fellow citi-

zens. Under any plausible democratic theory, tyranny is not one of the things a

majority can impose on a minority.

When we consider Afghanistan as a whole, there is ample evidence that a vast

majority of Afghans do not want the Taliban to return to power. According to

the same poll Professor Miller cites, only  percent of Afghans would rather

have the Taliban in power today, while  percent support the current form

of government. This evidence from the entire Afghan territory, I take it, steers

Professor Miller toward the partition solution. Again, preventing the Taliban

from oppressing people cannot be decided by polls. If, say,  percent of

Afghans, and not just  percent, wanted the Taliban to return to power, they

would still not have a greater right to foist this criminal regime on their fellow

citizens. But the fact that more than  percent reject the Taliban surely provides

evidence that Afghans might appreciate freedom more than observers give them

credit for.

Professor Miller might amend the Popular Will argument as follows. Those per-

sons who reject U.S. help are not necessarily collaborators. Rather, these are

Afghan citizens who sincerely oppose both the Taliban and the presence of foreign

troops for moral reasons. They might concede that the regime is murderous, that

they are willing to oppose it politically, even violently. At the same time, they
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might abhor the presence of foreign troops even more, no matter how benign.

They may prefer, in short, to lose their fight against the Taliban rather than to

win with the aid of the United States. These persons are not collaborators and

their opinion must surely count.

While this amended version of the argument saves these persons from the infa-

mous label of collaborators, it fails for similar reasons. These persons (the

majorities that Miller invokes) lack standing to consent on behalf of their fellow

Afghans who have to endure the yoke of the Taliban. The Afghan man who rejects

the attempt by U.S. troops to rescue a woman about to be stoned alive does not

have the moral power to veto the rescue. His consent does not count. Only that

woman, the victim, could (conceivably) refuse to be saved.

There is a different reason why Professor Miller’s proposal should be rejected.

The proposal amounts to a de facto partition of the country, because even if it

would treat the Pashtun territory as a decentralized region and not as a sovereign

nation, the territory would be governed by the Taliban and the Taliban only. If so,

quite apart from humanitarian considerations, it would be wrong for the United

States to impose this kind of partition in Afghanistan. As far as anyone can tell,

the regions of Helmand and Kandahar do not have a moral or legal right to secede

from Afghanistan. The Pashtun territory is part of Afghanistan, which means that

it belongs collectively to the Afghans, not just to the people who live in the terri-

tory. The appropriate unit to consult for purposes of self-determination is there-

fore the whole of the Afghan adult population. The Afghan people have long-term

property interests over the whole territory of the country, and any attempt at par-

titioning the country should be the subject of collective, nationwide consent. Even

less acceptable is for the United States, which does not have long-term property

interests in Afghanistan, to enforce a partition against the wishes of the Afghan

population. True, the literature has recognized the exception of remedial secession.

When people in a territory are seriously mistreated by the central government or by

rival ethnic groups, secession is a morally acceptable way to escape that persecution.

But, of course, Professor Miller’s proposal turns this exception on its head: the de

facto partition he proposes will enable tyranny and persecution by the Taliban.

Managing U.S. Decline

Professor Miller’s second argument is that the grand strategic goal apparently pur-

sued by the United States in Afghanistan, the preservation of American
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hegemony, must be rejected, whether or not the war serves that goal. Professor

Miller joins others who have recently predicted the inevitability of American

decline. We are told that this is due to various factors, including the ascent of

such powers as China, India, and Brazil. Writes Professor Miller: “Rather than

seeking to maintain U.S primacy as long as possible, a morally justified grand

strategy would seek to manage America’s decline in global power so that the tran-

sition is as tranquil and orderly as possible” (p. ).

The debate over American unipolarity is large indeed, and I can only confine

myself to a few comments in reply. The argument that the United States should

give up her dominant position may take two forms. The United States should

accept that her decline is inevitable, or the United States should renounce hege-

mony because it is morally wrong. Let us address both versions of the argument.

If decline is inevitable, then of course the United States should manage it grace-

fully and in an orderly fashion, much as the United Kingdom did following the

disintegration of the British Empire after World War II. But I doubt that observers

can predict something as complex and multifaceted as the decline of the United

States with the information they have. To be sure, people often make these predic-

tions, partly because it is fun, partly because they want the United States to

decline, and partly because the costs of being wrong are low. Grandiose predic-

tions of this kind are no more than cheap talk. The public did not call to task

those who predicted the demise of capitalism and the rise of socialism, nor

were those who failed to predict the fall of communism ever held accountable.

But the decline of a world superpower is an event determined not by the forces

of nature, but by the choices of millions of persons in world markets, as well as

by many big and small-decision makers around the globe. Let us not forget

that in the s many people predicted that the United States was headed to an

inevitable decline, and that the Vietnam fiasco and the Watergate scandal, coupled

with the rise of socialism in the developing world, marked the sure demise of the

United States and the values that it espoused. It was a time, we were told, for com-

promise, for accepting that liberal democracy and capitalism as we knew them

were things of the past. We all know what happened: communism deservedly col-

lapsed and the United States presided over three decades of global prosperity and

increased freedom. Freemarkets and democracy (with ups and downs) became fash-

ionable again. So the record of anti-Western doomsayers has not been very good.

The second version of the argument opposes U.S. hegemony on moral grounds.

The argument is familiar: any kind of domination is objectionable, and the
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relations among nations should not be an exception. When powerful nations dic-

tate to weak nations they violate the international law principle of sovereign equal-

ity and the moral injunction that people should not impose their ends on others.

In his article Professor Miller is as harsh on the U.S. role in the world as he is in

his recent book on global justice, claiming that the United States does not act on

moral considerations but on purely selfish ones (p. xx). He cites, for example, the

provision of U.S. aid to the opponents of a new pro-Soviet regime “in order to

draw the Russians into the Afghan trap” (quoting Zbigniew Brzezinski), U.S.

efforts to prevent a decisive victory for either side in the Iraq-Iran War, and simi-

lar examples. These facts should be enough, he thinks, to disqualify any attempt to

justify American hegemony, especially of the violent kind. They also invalidate

ab initio any pretense to vindicate the Afghan war as morally justified.

As a preliminary matter, the U.S. government acts morally when it pursues

American national interest by acceptable means. This is because the

United States government has a fiduciary duty toward its citizens. It is an agency

hired by the people to represent them in the international arena. This is an area

where the domestic analogy (that nations are like individuals) does not work very

well. When I act selfishly you may think I am not a very admirable person. But

when the government implements the mandate that the people have given it—

namely, to protect and defend their interests and their liberty in a world replete

with competitors and threats—then the government is doing the right thing.

The government would be acting immorally if it pursued its own interest interna-

tionally, but if it pursues the national interest it is not acting selfishly but honoring

a contract, the vertical contract between government and people. So the fact that

in the examples cited by Miller the U.S. government was justifying its behavior in

a non-humanitarian way—that is, by invoking the national interest—does not in

and of itself make the act amoral.

There is another reason why national-interest motives do not disqualify an act

as a candidate for moral justification. Acts lacking in moral motivation may be

substantively valuable. First, an act performed for selfish reasons may be ben-

eficial. A U.S. military commander in Afghanistan who attacks an enemy pos-

ition may believe that he is upholding American national interests, but, as it

turns out, defeating the Taliban will advance the cause of freedom for many

people. His action is objectively valuable regardless of motives. Some of the

examples that Professor Miller marshals can be characterized in this way. U.S.

officials said that they wanted to support anti-Soviet factions in Afghanistan
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in order to trick the Soviets into invading, but perhaps countering Soviet power

was the right thing to do regardless. Second, an act may be well motivated as to

its ultimate goal but intrinsically objectionable. In these cases, an evaluation of

the act must rely on a moral analysis of ends and means. Any violent act must be

evaluated under the doctrine of double effect or similar frameworks. I agree with

Professor Miller that there are cases where the value of the ultimate end does not

suffice to justify the badness of the act. So when the United States does some-

thing, say, prevents Iran and Iraq from defeating each other (as noted by

Miller), we must ask ourselves if doing this was justified in the light of any valu-

able end the United States might pursue. Sometimes it will, sometimes it will

not. (In this particular example, it is far from clear that the United States should

have taken sides with the Ayatollah Khomeini or with Saddam Hussein.) In

Professor Miller’s cold war examples, the United States was trying to contain

a criminal regime that threatened to achieve world hegemony and suppress

freedom globally. The interest of the United States was self-regarding because

the Soviet Union threatened the West, but it was also morally valuable because

the United States stood for freedom, while the Soviet Union stood for the exact

opposite. I am firmly convinced that by over-relying on the national-

interest rationale, many politicians and academics understated the case against

communism.

To be sure, some or even many of the acts that the U.S. government did to reach

that final goal were morally objectionable. These acts were immoral because they

violated the principle that we should not use immoral means even to achieve

moral ends. But that does not mean that the efforts to contain the Soviet

Union were morally worthless. To see why this objectionable behavior is not a

wholesale indictment of American hegemony, one has only to compare those

efforts with the anti-Western efforts by the Soviet Union: these were objectionable

all the way through, because they employed immoral means to achieve immoral

ends. The upshot of all this is that the acts of governments should be evaluated

with the ordinary tools of morality. At best, Professor Miller has shown what

most people believe, that valuable ends do not justify intrinsically immoral

means. But he has not shown that a hegemon that pursues valuable ends always

uses immoral means and, most important, he has not shown that a government

that sometimes uses immoral means to achieve moral ends is as bad as a govern-

ment that pursues immoral ends, especially when there is no reasonable

alternative.
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More generally, the assumption that hegemony is per se immoral is question-

able. As many authors have argued, international hegemony arises in a semi-

anarchical world, and its merits or demerits have to be judged by examining

what the hegemon does, and by comparing the hegemonic arrangement with

the available alternatives. The alternatives are the state of nature, a balance

of power, or a world ruled by a supranational organization, such as the

United Nations. The first, the complete absence of world order, is particularly

undesirable for well-known Hobbesian reasons. The inordinate energy that

nations would have to spend in defensive efforts would sap whatever productive

endeavors they could undertake. A system of balance of power is unstable for

the same reasons that oligopolies are. Sooner or later, the oligopolists will be irre-

sistibly tempted to defect. The third possibility, where most crucial decisions are

made by a supranational organization, is also undesirable in view of the present

alignment of forces and values in the world. The legitimacy deficit and the agency

costs of such a system are staggering (although I will not attempt to prove this

here). So we are left with hegemony. As many authors (and history) have

shown, the presence of a hegemon may be highly beneficial because it may ensure

the provision of global public goods. Whether the other nations have consented

or not, they benefit from the stability, tranquility, and predictability that the hege-

mon ensures. The hegemon also benefits, of course, but we must reject the sim-

plistic idea that hegemony is a one-way relationship where the hegemon gets to

do what it wants and dictates to others what they should or should not do.

Other nations free ride on the hegemon on a number of issues, from defense to

trade to the environment.

Finally, the claim that international hegemony is wrong because it is a form of

domination suffers from an overly statist bias. It is wrong for me to dominate you,

to ignore your own choices and substitute my ends for yours. But this reasoning

does not always carry over to international affairs. States are not persons. When

we say that a state “dominates” another, what we mean is that the government

of state A tells the government of state B what to do or not to do, under some

threat. But it may be the case that the government of state A is telling the govern-

ment of state B to stop unjustly dominating its citizens. In that case, the right

description is that the government of state B is unjustly dominating individuals,

its own citizens, and the government of state A is putting pressure on the domi-

nator, the government of state B, to stop dominating others. As I write these lines,

the United States and others are putting pressure on the government of Libya to
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stop attacking its own citizens. Muammar Qaddafi protests that the West is trying

to dominate Libya, to tell Libya what to do. But this is false, of course: the West is

rightly exercising pressure on Qaddafi to stop mistreating Libyans. So the domi-

nation argument is plausible only in a specific (though admittedly important)

class of cases: when the hegemon puts pressure on a weaker government to do

something that the latter has a moral right not to do. The upshot is that the hege-

monic relationship has to be disaggregated in order to determine whether or not

the pressure exerted by the hegemon is morally justified. That cannot be settled

in advance by condemning all domination.

This leads us to American hegemony. Once we accept, perhaps reluctantly, that

having a hegemon is preferable to the alternatives, the question is who should be

the hegemon. The main reason to support American hegemony is that any other

plausible candidate is likely to be worse. Would critics of the United States really

prefer China to be the hegemon? Would they have preferred the Soviet Union to

become the hegemon? The United States is the least bad of all possible hegemons

because American institutions and culture embody liberal values. The acts that

Professor Miller condemns are misguided attempts to advance liberal values

and protect liberal cultures against the onslaught of illiberal forces. So people

should be very wary about a world in which the United States cedes its dominance

to other actors. Perhaps new actors will emerge that are better providers of global

public goods and better defenders of liberty than the United States. But absent

that, if the nature of global anarchy means that a hegemon will emerge perforce,

I would rather have the United States in that role than any of its current or past

competitors.

Evidence of how less bad the United States is than others can be collected in

Afghanistan itself. While of course one wishes that no innocent civilians would

ever be hurt in war, NATO, led by the United States, has made considerable efforts

to reduce civilian casualties. The United States spends considerable energy help-

ing to build a reasonable political system in Afghanistan, one that would, if things

go well, result in the protection of basic human rights and the rule of law. True,

in the path to achieving these worthy goals, U.S. forces occasionally perform

objectionable acts, either by negligence or by design, and we should all be alert

to condemn those and to put pressure on the U.S. government to do the right

thing in the right way, to match worthy ends with moral means. But as far as hege-

mons go, the Americans are far, far above the armies of destruction of past imper-

ial conquerors. In fact, were the United States to decide to nakedly pursue its
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national interest, as did such past hegemons as the Austro-Hungarians, the Huns,

and the Soviets, it would achieve its goals much more efficiently (and terribly).

True, the commitment to liberty and human dignity is often hard to reconcile

with the dilemmas posed by foreign threats of various kinds, such as terrorism

and tyranny. While this difficulty does not excuse immoral behavior, the

United States is as good a hegemon as humanity is going to get. If the war in

Afghanistan is in part an effort to prevent American decline—for example, by

not allowing our enemies to claim victory (as they would if the Taliban sur-

vived)—then that does not invalidate those efforts, provided of course that

there are enough moral reasons to wage the war. Rather, the goal of preserving

global liberal dominance reinforces the legitimacy of the humanitarian mission

in Afghanistan.

Conclusion

It is perfectly possible to conclude that the United States should not pursue the

Afghan war. Yet I do not believe Professor Miller has made his case. The costs

of the war are, for all we can tell, commensurate with the goals pursued, and more-

over, Professor Miller’s proposals are highly problematic. It is true that one should

be wary about the use of hegemonic power. That is precisely why the United States

should not force a partition of Afghanistan that would give the Taliban a locus

where it can perpetrate its crimes with impunity. That would be an immoral

use of hegemonic power. For the rest, pace Miller, I think the United States is try-

ing to do the right thing in Afghanistan, as it tried to do the right thing in Iraq. It

is helping Afghans and Iraqis build reasonable institutions at considerable

American human and financial cost. The people of those nations, the American

public, and the world at large should be grateful to the United States for having

deposed those two brutal regimes and for the reconstruction efforts it undertook.

Perhaps a time will come when the costs in Afghanistan will not be bearable.

Certainly, the current U.S. administration has announced that American presence

there is not open-ended, and the Afghan people themselves bear the responsibility

to consolidate the gains of the war. But for the time being, NATO’s effort deserves

praise, not condemnation. As to American hegemony, the American period of

dominance, and in particular American unipolarity since , has been beneficial

to the world. American decline is highly undesirable given the alternatives. We

should not forget that the United States, for all its flaws, saved the world three
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times during the past century, thus enabling liberal values and institutions to sur-

vive around this globe.

NOTES

 This is an extension of Professor Miller’s wholesale condemnation of American hegemonic power. See
Richard W. Miller, Globalizing Justice: The Ethics of Poverty and Power (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, ), esp. chap. . Space prevents me from responding to all the arguments he makes in this
well-documented book, but suffice it to say that my differences with Professor Miller are so many
and so fundamental that I would not know where to start. I sketch some replies in the second part
of this essay.

 Timothy Meier, “Taliban Demands Rigid Conformity,” Insight on the News, October , ; available
at findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m/is__/ai_/.

 See, inter alia, Physicians for Human Rights, The Taliban’s War on Women (); available at www.
law.georgetown.edu/rossrights/docs/reports/taliban.pdf.

 See Loren Lomasky, “Liberalism Beyond Borders,” Social Philosophy and Policy  (), pp. –.
 As do al-Qaeda suicide bombers.
 See the discussion below.
 For the assessment by the United States government, see Department of State, “Afghanistan and Pakistan
Stabilization Strategy,” February ; available at www.state.gov/documents/organization/.pdf;
and White House, “Overview of the Afghanistan and Pakistan Annual Review,” December , ; avail-
able at photos.state.gov/libraries/unitedkingdom///Overview-of-Afghanistan-Pakistan-final-
review.pdf. In all of these documents, the Obama administration claims that the war presents challenges
but is essentially winnable. Scholars are divided on what to do in Afghanistan. Some think victory is poss-
ible. See Anthony Cordesman, “The Afghanistan Campaign: Can We Win?” Center for Strategic and
International Studies Paper, July , . This author makes the point that victory requires more, not
less, resources. Others are more skeptical and counsel negotiation (although they do not go as far as
Professor Miller). See Adam Roberts, “Doctrine and Reality in Afghanistan,” Survival  (), pp.
–.

 These documents include the  Bonn Agreement, sponsored by the United Nations, and the 
Afghan Compact, a product of the London Conference with the participation of more than fifty nations.
See U.S. Government Accountability Office, “Strategic Framework for U.S. Efforts in Afghanistan,”
June , ; available at www.gao.gov/new.items/dr.pdf.

 One should not allow one’s approval or disapproval of the war to interfere with one’s considered pre-
dictions. Let us not forget that many critics said the  Gulf War was unwinnable, that the  Iraq
War was unwinnable, that World War II was unwinnable, and that the cold war was unwinnable. They
were wrong, fortunately, every time.

 I am aware, of course, that the central argument offered by the Obama administration is that NATO is
in Afghanistan to eradicate al-Qaeda. See documents cited above. But in the achievement of that goal,
NATO intends to eradicate or neutralize the Taliban. Therefore, it intends to liberate Afghanistan as a
means to combat terrorism, which is itself a perfectly justified motivation. For a full discussion of inten-
tion and motive, see Fernando R. Tesón, “Ending Tyranny in Iraq,” Ethics & International Affairs ,
no.  (), p. .

 See Fernando R. Tesón, Humanitarian Intervention: An Inquiry into Law and Morality, rd ed.
(Ardsley-on Hudson, N.Y.: Transnational, ), pp. –.

 See the news summary of the report, released on March , ; available at unama.unmissions.
org/Default.aspx?tabid=&ctl=Details&mid=&ItemID=. The report rightly decries the
fact that not enough is being done to protect civilians.

 See the discussion in Tesón, Humanitarian Intervention, pp. –.
 See NATO, “Afghanistan Report ,” p. ; available at www.isaf.nato.int/pdf/__

afghanistan_report_.pdf.
 Ronald Dworkin, for example, recently joined the malaise chorus “[Many people] read every day of our

declining power and influence. Our dollar is weak, our deficit frightening, our trade balance alarming. . . .
Our requests and demands are more and more ignored in foreign capitals. . . . Our vaunted military
power suddenly seems inept: we are unable to win any war anywhere. . . . The democracies of the
world, who once thought us the model of the rule of law, now point to Guantánamo and Abu
Ghraib and call us human rights criminals. . . . History has left exceptionalism behind: the world has,
fortunately, moved beyond the capacity of any single nation to dominate the rest. If Americans do
not come soon to accept that, frustration will roil our politics for a long time to come.” Ronald
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Dworkin, “The Historic Election,” New York Review of Books, December , , p. . I am glad
Americans did not listen to similar predictions in , and I hope they do not listen to them now.
These critics never liked American hegemony to begin with (Dworkin concedes as much in the quota-
tion above), so it is hard to know where prediction ends and wishful thinking starts.

 A useful summary of the debate can be found in Christopher Layne, “The Waning of U.S. Hegemony—
Myth or Reality? A Review Essay,” International Security , no.  (Summer ), pp. –.

 In the book he writes: “The normal interactions of American elites and the American electorate are
bound to give rise to vast and morally unjustified harms, including vast harms of unjustified violence,
so long as the American empire endures.” Miller, Globalizing Justice, p. .

 Some means are so immoral that possibly no end may justify them. Torture may be in this category.
 The agency costs for citizens in a democracy of supranational governance arise because those who cre-

ate international norms are not elected by, or accountable to, those citizens. As a result, an international
governing body may foster an international order inimical to liberal values. The idea is that citizens in a
liberal society should have control over the rules under which they live, especially their liberal insti-
tutions. An example: a sizable group of governments, one that could very well dominate any suprana-
tional agency, is trying to get the international community to adopt the criminalization of blasphemy as
an international norm. On March , , The UN Human Rights Council adopted a resolution
recommending the criminalization of “defamation of religions.” See ap.ohchr.org/documents/E/HRC/
resolutions/A_HRC_RES__.pdf. This document, fortunately, has no legal force and has been widely
criticized by Western observers. See Paula Schriefer, “The Wrong Way to Combat ‘Islamophobia,’”
New York Times, November , , Op-ed section; available at www.nytimes.com////
opinion/iht-edschriefer.html.

 The literature on global public goods is abundant. For a short introduction, see Joseph S. Nye, Jr., “The
American National Interest and Global Public Goods,” International Affairs  (), pp. –.

 For an attempt to apply political morality to the question of hegemony, see Lea Brilmayer, American
Hegemony: Political Morality in a One-Superpower World (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press,
).

 See “NATO Nations Approve Civilian Casualty Guidelines,” August , ; available at www.nato.
int/cps/en/SID-FDBD-AEDF/natolive/official_texts_.htm; United Nations Assistance
Mission in Afghanistan, “Afghanistan Annual Report : Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict,”
March , esp. p. iv: “Efforts by international and Afghan military forces to reduce civilian casualties
resulted in fewer civilians killed and injured by these forces in  than in previous years. This is wel-
come particularly in the context of the surge of international forces and increased military operations in
.” A more critical view, with recommendations for improvement, can be found in “Nowhere to Turn:
A Joint Briefing Paper by  Aid Organizations Working in Afghanistan for the NATO Heads of
Government” (Summit, Lisbon, November –, ); available at www.oxfam.org.uk/resources/policy/
conflict_disasters/downloads/bp-nowhere-to-turn-afghanistan--en.pdf.

 True, these efforts have proven daunting, and the human rights situation has not been improved by a
recent fraudulent election. For an overview, see the  Freedom House Report on Afghanistan; avail-
able at www.freedomhouse.org/template.cfm?page=&year=&country=. But no one
seriously suggests that these difficulties compare unfavorably with the human rights situation under
the Taliban.
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