9 The omnipower
The United States and regional orders

Jeffrey W. Legro

Introduction

The surge of regionalism in recent years would seem almost by definition a
development outside the sway of the United States, the global hegemon. Region-
alism prioritizes the local; a hegemon exemplifies the global. Yet, at least since
the end of the Second World War, the United States has been the most important
actor in the global evolution of regional order' and governance.? Indeed, it is dif-
ficult to discuss almost any regional order without reference to the role of the
United States. America is the world’s ‘omnipower’ in its involvement in almost
all efforts at regionalism. The rise of new regional powers and the emergence of
regional governance are also the product of many factors that have nothing to do
with the United States. Yet, any effort to map and understand the trajectory of
regional orders requires an understanding of the role of the United States therein.

This relevance would seem to be obvious. What is surprising is how little it
has been studied. The US role in international order and governance has been
examined and theorized in many ways (Kindleberger 1973; Cox 1983; Waller-
stein 1983; Keohane 1984; Gilpin 1987; Ikenberry 2002; Kupchan 2002; Nye
2002; Reus-Smit 2004; Jervis 2005; Lieber 2005; Walt 2005; Brooks and Wohl-
forth 2008). These studies, however, tend to ignore how international order
relates to regional order and the role of the dominant global power in providing
regional order. There has also, of course, been a surge of studies on regional
powers and governance in the past 15 years (Fawcett and Hurrell 1995; Gamble
and Payne 1996; Frankel et al. 1997; Mattli 1999; Fawcett 2004; de Lombaerde
and Schulz 2009). Yet, that surge pays relatively little attention to the influence
of the United States.

This essay addresses that gap by attempting to answer a number of ques-
tions. Why have scholars not studied the topic more? How does the United
States relate to regional governance? Why has the United States shown varying
interest in different regions? How is the United States government organized to
influence regional governance? How do US interests and actions interact with
local concerns? How has the United States shaped the emergence of regional
governance? What is likely to be the nature of the US relationship to regions in
the future?
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178 J.W. Legro
Milieu: international order, regional orders and the US pivot

Contemporary international order is not a single entity: it has two dimensions.
The influence of the United States as an omnipower is based on its unique posi-
tion in an international order that encompasses both global institutions and local
regions (see Hurrell 2008). Indeed, that international context is one of the
important factors behind the prominence of regions. The United States occupies
a place of significant leverage at the nexus between the two.

One dimension is a functionalist global order based on multilateral institu-
tions among states, inter-state governance mechanisms and Non-Governmental
Organizations (NGOs) operations on specific issues. This dimension incorpor-
ates Ikenberry’s vision of an international system based on multilateral institu-
tions and US-led alliances (see Ikenberry 2006). It also includes, however, a
different notion of order that is more similar to Hurrell’s ‘solidarist conception
characterized by more extensive and intensive patterns of both inter-state gov-
ernance and of complex governance beyond the state’ (Hurrell 2007: 10). The
key connection across these two views is that the international arena is organized
globally in functional/issue terms. And whether the actors are bureaucracies,
NGOs, private citizens or states, the United States (or US society) plays a signi-
ficant role. .

In addition to formal institutions, the functionalist global order is also charac-
terized by dominant norms and rules. These are often embedded in diplomatic
processes, multilateral institutional charters and treaties, but also include more
informal norms about desirable behaviour. For example, after the Second World
War countries embraced a norm of anti-imperialism and protection of sover-
eignty. This norm shaped how powerful countries competed for influence
(Finnemore 2003).

There is a second dimension to international order, one that has not been
eclipsed by shrinking global space: we live in what Peter Katzenstein has called
a ‘world of regions’.’ These regions do not exist independently but instead watch
and learn from one another and are connected by sinews that make them an
entity in their own right. International order is linked to, and indeed in part con-
stituted by, the matrix of regional orders. Likewise modern regional orders are
sustained by their role in, and dependence on, the international order.

In both of these dimensions of contemporary order, the United States occu-
pies a critical position. In the first functional dimension, the United States is a
leader in almost all of the global institutions that exist among states. US prefer-
ences and power, moreover, have been important in the shaping of informal
global norms, as was true in the emergence of an anti-imperialism (formal impe-
rialism) norm (Crawford 2002). In the more informal world of transnational
bureaucratic governance, the United States is often the central player (Slaughter
2004). Even in the world of NGO activism, US society provides many resources
and organizations, and thus many transnational movements (particularly those
that have no US connection) may need to lobby the United States to achieve
their ends (Keck and Sikkink 1998). 4
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In the second dimension, Katzenstein’s (2005) image of a ‘world of regions’
connected by the US ‘imperium’ is apt. The United States is not only in each of
the regions, but it helps connect them as an important partner in direct country-
to-country negotiations, as a source of, or member in, regional organizations, as
the force behind global processes such as trade and finance and as a dominant
actor in global forums where regions come together (for example, the United
Nations).

These two dimensions of international order help account for the significant
US role in regional governance. Both dimensions offer potential avenues of US
influence on regional governance, powers and politics. Most important, the
synergy between the two gives the United States unique ‘swing power’ leverage
(Buzan and Waever 2004: 455—6). That is, they offer different means of influ-
encing regions that can be alternated or combined depending on circumstances.
A growing literature has documented the way in which the growth of interna-
tional regimes has allowed powerful actors new means of influence (see Gruber
2000; Drezner 2007). This same dynamic seems to hold true in the nexus of
global and regional forums.

The United States’ ability to act either through global or regional means gives
it exit options that can enhance influence. Thus US action in the World Trade
Organization (WTO) may help the US get what it wants in the North American
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), and vice versa (Gruber 2000: 166—7). US rela-
tions with Japan can facilitate US aims in the Asia-Pacific Economic Coopera-
tion (APEC) and throughout Asia more generally. Japan, for example, joined the
United States in protesting the initial idea to exclude the United States from the
APEC. The United States has used a ‘Trilateral Strategic Dialogue’ with Japan
and Australia as a means of shaping Asia’s politics — a kind of mini-regionalism
to shape regionalism (Tow 2008).

Or, consider dealings with North Korea (and nascent Northeast Asia regional-
ism more broadly): the United States can act through the Financial Action Task
Force (FATF), the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) or the United
Nations (UN). It can also act through regional groupings such as the Six-Party
Talks (SPT), the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Regional
Forum (ARF), the APEC or even the ASEAN itself. The United States is making
use of the SPT to bolster the NPT. Likewise it is using the NPT to fuel the cause
of the SPT. These talks present a potential basis from which to further nurture
Northeast Asia regionalism. They were directly linked to the founding of the
Asia-Pacific Partnership on Clean Development and Climate (Snyder 2009; Task
Force on US Standing in World Affairs 2009). This same dynamic is true in
other regions as well. For example, the United States could influence Latin
America through the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the Organization of
American States (OAS) or in bilateral negotiations. Similarly, that influence can
be used to leverage international order. For example, intellectual property rights
(IPR) provisions in bilateral agreements may be used to establish a basis from
which to make headway on an IPR jam in any WTO negotiations (Simmons
2006: 441-59; Drezner 2007).
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182 J.W. Legro

These enduring interests will, of course, be implemented in different meas-
ures by different administrations. The Clinton administration, for example, was
perceived as being more interested and supportive of regional interests than the
George W. Bush administration. The Obama administration to date has been
attune to regional differences and, as discussed below, appears to be making
relationships with regional powers a more central focus of its policies.

Method: how the United States pursues regionalism

Scholars have noted that US relations with, and involvement in, different regions
have varied, with important implications for the type of orders that have taken
shape. For example, after the Second World War the United States supported
and encouraged the development of regional institutions and governance in
Europe that would be handled through multilateral means. In contrast, in Asia
the United States built and encouraged more of a ‘hub and spoke’ system of rela-
tionships. That difference reinforced other factors that led to the greater develop-
ment of regional institutions in Europe compared with Asia (Higgott 1998;
Hemmer and Katzenstein 2002: 575-607; Duffield 2003; Press-Barnathan 2003;
Katzenstein 2005).

Certainly, that difference is shaped both by the varying US mission in differ-
ent regions, as previously discussed, and by the interaction with regional powers,
which will be elaborated upon in the ‘mix’ section below. There is, however,
another factor that allows and encourages such different types of relations: the
organization of the US government for the conduct of foreign policy. That
organization is both a product and a cause of past policy, but is important
because, like most institutions, once in existence it has its own causal influence
(Selznick 1957, 1984; Wilson 1989). The impact of bureaucracy and organiza-
tional inertia, for example, was apparent in the failure of the United States to
prevent the 9/11 attacks (see the National Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon
the United States 2004). US relations with regions can be illuminated by looking
at the fit between the international architecture, bureaucratic organization and
US strategy. :

It is noteworthy that the United States government is structured to manage its
foreign affairs in ways that mirror the international order described above. It
approaches the world in global functional terms and in regional terms via
regional institutions and individual countries. For example, the State Depart-
ment’s structure reflects this broader mindset. It is divided into bureaus that have
functional purposes — such as democracy, economics, energy, public diplomacy,
security etc. — and a very large section based on regions: African Affairs, East
Asian and Pacific Affairs, European and Eurasian Affairs, Near Eastern Affairs,
South and Central Asian Affairs and Western Hemisphere Affairs.

The State Department might be seen as an anomaly in the US government;
other agencies, though, are also similarly arranged. The Department of Defence’s
Combatant Commands, for example, are both functional and regional. The same
two-dimensional structure holds true for the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA).”
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US national strategy also reflects the global-region architecture. Typically,
US administrations articulate a plan in terms that match the two dimensions of
international order: the global functional (in terms of security, economic pros-
perity, the spread of democracy, etc.) and then regional policies. The two dimen-
sions are distinct, and at times can be in tension: for example, the aim to spread
freedom globally does not always resonate with the support of non-democracies
in particular regions.

The content of President Clinton’s 1998 National Strategy Security Statement
(Table 9.1) is indicative of this architecture.

This structure, and the mindset that it reflects and encourages, indicates how
the omnipower will influence regions. Essentially, America can choose between
three means of moulding regional order. It can pursue: (1) international order;
(2) regional organization; and/or (3) individual country approaches. In the inter-
national order path, it can utilize international institutions, international treaties
and intergovernmental means to shape countries and regions. The United States
as omnipower can also use its links and membership in regional organizations to
sway events. Finally, it can use one-on-one bilateral relations to achieve its
desired ends.

These multiple means of access, reinforced by the government’s organiza-
tional structure, make the United States a powerful player in many regions. US
influence will, of course, differ, and that difference will often be based on the
mixing of the US mission with regional circumstances.

Mix: the interaction of unipole and local actors

How the United States is involved in regional orders is shaped not just by its
might, mission and method, but also by the region. It is the mix of US aims and
capabilities with those of regional actors that determines the degree and type of
American influence. A number of factors seem to have shaped these mixes —
including the distribution of regional power, complementarity of interests,
regional identities and regional history. What follows are a few speculative prop-
ositions about how power and interests could mix and shape regionalism.

How power is distributed in a region can affect the possibility of regional
governance and the type of order that exists (see Wohlforth 1999; Mearsheimer
2001; Walt 2009). In regions where power is dispersed evenly and no country is

Table 9.1 A national security strategy for a new century
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Table 9.2 Two waves of regionalism

West and East Asia

Africa

Middle East

Europe and Soviet Bloc

Latin America

Arab League (1947-) OAU (1964-2002) CENTO (1950s)

OAS (1948-)

NATO (1949-)

First wave:

SEATO

AU (2002-)

RIO Pact (1947-)

WEU (1955-)

1950s-1960s

(1954-1975)
ASEAN (1967-)

Central American Common

Warsaw Treaty Organization

Market (1961-)
Andean Community (1969-)

CARICOM (1973-)

(1955-1991)
Council of Europe (1948-)

ECSC (1952-)

LAFTA (1969-1980)

Euratom (1958-)
EEC (1958-)

COMECON (1948-1991)
Second wave: CSCE (1975-)

1980s—1990s

Gulf Cooperation ECOWAS (1975-) APEC (1989-)

Mercosur (1991-)
FTAA (1994-)

ARF (1994-)

Council (1981-)

EEC-EU (1992-)
CIS (1991-)

SADC (1992-)

COMESA (1994-)

NAFTA (1993-)

Source: Karns and Mingst (2004: 152).

The omnipower 187

Hence both APEC and NAFTA were partially inspired by a desire to lower
tariffs in the face of no progress in the Uruguay round of the General Agreement
on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). Countries were encouraged to pursue competitive
regionalization so as not to be left at a disadvantage (Solis er al. 2009). As US
Trade Representative Robert Zoellick noted in a 2001 speech, ‘we are creating a
“competition in liberalization” with the United States at the center of a network
of initiatives’ (Zoellick 2001).

The US’ impact on regionalism in this period took two different forms. First
was the more direct route of helping make big regional deals happen, such as in
the NAFTA and in the APEC (both ideas were launched in other countries).
Here the United States was not only the critical actor but also had a unique
ability to make its efforts felt in one dimension of international order (i.e.
regions) when it faced obstacles in the other (that is, the Uruguay round).

The second way is, however, more subtle. It is that the vitality and size of
the US market gave it advantages that other countries could not match unless
they joined together to form larger tariff-free zones with commerce-enhancing
organizational changes (e.g. a common currency). This, of course, was an
incentive behind integration in the EU. It was not the case that the EU formed
to somehow balance the United States in geopolitical terms (Moravscik 1998).
Nonetheless, one of the driving factors behind the ‘intergovernmental’ deals
undergirding the EU was recognition of the size and scale needed to compete
economically with the United States. Similar dynamics have also occurred in
Asia (Bowles 2002).

With the formation of the EU and the record of success of the European Com-
munity (EC), other regions had incentives to emulate its record and to gain their
own type of leverage and advantage against the forces of globalization — and the
new monolith of the system, the United States. Indeed, in some instances coun-
tries aimed to offset or preclude US influence (the ASEAN and the APEC, the
ASEAN Plus Three, etc.). More recently the Shanghai Cooperation Organization
(SCO) has, in this vein, appeared and is notable as a mutual security (in other
words, not just economic) organization. Here the United States has inspired
regionalism as a means of competing with it.

Looking across these waves it is not possible to say that the United States has
caused them. Other factors have been involved — such as the emulation of EU
success in the recent wave. However, it is possible to see that the United States
has been deeply implicated in their emergence, sometimes because of its inten-
tional mission, but at other times because of the reaction of other actors to US
might.

Omnipower over unipole: the United States and the future of
regional orders

In the future, it is likely that as US might, mission and method varies — and has
some impact on milieu and mix — so too will the dynamics of regional orders
and governance diversify.
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