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· Before we can decide how engaging multilaterally can advance the U.S. “national interest,” we need to engage with the rhetorical idea of the “national interest.”  If we were a small country wedged between powerful and predatory ones (consider Poland in the 18th Century), arguably there would be a single overriding interest shared by most people, namely survival of Poland as an independent state.  But for a military hegemon (i.e. the United States) that is also the most economically powerful state on the globe, the range of choices about ends and means is relatively huge.  And different choices, both acts and omissions, affect differentially different groups of Americans.  A worker in a southern textile plant or a programmer in New Jersey (about to be supplanted by a programmer in Bangalore) is likely to have a very different view of the national interest insofar as free trade or relations with China and India are concerned then a member of the State Department planning staff or the President of Oracle.  Even in the case of Poland, was the national interest of the nobility and educated middle class different from the human interest of a peasant whose system of land tenure would remain absolutely unchanged if Polish sovereignty were divided among Prussia, Austria, and Russia?  Particularly in a pluralistic and powerful democracy like the United States, could one argue that the national interest at any given moment is merely the transient point of equilibrium among contending parochial interests (ethnic, economic, diasporal)?
· Strategists in the purlieus of the Pentagon and pretty much throughout the national security establishment, as presently configured, are constantly scanning the horizon for “threats.”  Implicitly they are all driven by neo-realist hypotheses about how the world works.  There tends to be a self-fulfilling character to their prophesies or at least there is a risk that in moving to preempt threats they help guarantee that phenomena (the transformation of China, for instance) will become threats.  Private sector strategists, by contrast, look for opportunities as well as threats.  How can we effect a more balanced strategic outlook?  Does it require a major restructuring of the National Security Bureaucracy?  For instance, should State, Defense and the intelligence agencies be confederated and given a single budget?
· We need a conception of “multilateralism” that distinguishes it from “unilateralism.”  Coalitions of the willing are unilateral in the sense that they do not much influence the actions of the United States.  We decide tactics, strategies, and desired outcomes and then welcome countries that buy in (or allow us to buy or beat them in).  For the most part they are also ephemeral.  Multilateralism is a commitment to building and using institutions that structure the formation as well as the execution of policy and that include most relevant actors at least in a given issue area.  Important actors will not join such institutions unless they have a real voice in the formation and execution of policy.  Hence a multilateralist is a person who accepts the need to compromise on tactics, strategies, and outcomes and who believes that such compromise is not suboptimal in terms of the U.S. national interest. 
· The case for multilateralism must rest on the demonstration that most or all of the threats to the quotidian wellbeing of ordinary Americans cannot be addressed effectively without institutionalized cooperation; nor can opportunities to enhance the quotidian welfare of ordinary Americans be advanced without such cooperation.  Are there, in fact, any important threats or opportunities that can be addressed with optimal cost-effectiveness without institutionalized cooperation among leading states?
· Is the condition of the globe analogous in revealing ways to the condition of the United States in the period of 1865-1932?  In the decades following the American Civil War, what had been regional economies became integrated into a national economy, but national regulatory and monitoring institutions developed very slowly.  The seventy years in question were marked by three terrible depressions, class violence, high rates of poverty and corruption, erosion of free markets (as private economic actors consolidated in ways often disadvantageous to the general public interest) and other unpleasantness.  Today we witness the same phenomenon globally.  We see the global integration of markets (and the interpenetration of cultures and peoples) and the coincident porosity of borders; the parallel development of monitoring and regulatory instruments is stunted. 
· Are we now in a historically unique condition globally in that changes in the nature of power and wealth have fundamentally altered the balance of advantages and disadvantages from, respectively, cooperation and competition?  The revolutions in communications and transportation have made populations readily mobilized to resist alien domination and thus to vastly aggravate the costs of imperial governance.  Urbanization and mass migration have created vast zones of anonymity where dissidents can conceal themselves.  Technologically-based, consumption-oriented, and densely packed societies with porous frontiers are filled with high-value targets vulnerable to attack by small groups potentially armed with weapons of mass destruction.  On the other hand, small, well-organized states with high technology can threaten much larger ones; people and territory, previously critical to military power, now have vastly reduced importance.  As for wealth, I doubt that all of the gold and silver and precious gems in the world (material items subject to violent appropriation) are worth half as much as fifty percent of Microsoft, the corporation. Occupation of the United States would not result in the appropriation of the value of Microsoft. 
· Do we for the first time in recorded history live in a world where all of the major powers are fundamentally satisfied and dependent for their continued growth and internal stability on a global system that depends on their not pursuing aggressive and predatory foreign policies?
· How much do we value the lives and the wellbeing of other peoples?  What is the ethical basis for disinterest in their fates particularly where our actions affect them adversely?  How much more should we value the life of an American (including an American soldier) than the lives of citizens of other countries (Iraq? Bosnia? Sudan? Rwanda? Etc.)?

· What kind of a country have we been in terms of the values given normative form by the evolution of international human rights?  And what kind of a country do we want to be?  Are we naturally peaceful and non-predatory?  If so, how is it that for most of our national history we have been at war (France, Great Britain, Sultanates in North Africa, Mexico, various Native American peoples, each other, Spain, Germany, Italy, Japan, North Korean, Vietnam, Afghanistan, Iraq plus various countries in the Caribbean and Central America during the years from about 1900 to 1933 and then again in the later stages of the Cold War)?
