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This paper will consider the approach of intellectuals in the United States, both in historical context and in the post-9/11 political culture, to the issue of “intervention”. Using cases from the 1950s US policy on Eastern Europe to US policy towards Iraq since 2001, the paper will interrogate whether the intellectual approach towards “intervention” can be placed in the framework of “right” v. “left” positions. Through this interrogation, it will identify a convergence between intellectuals of superficially diverse political ideologies and backgrounds on the notion of US intervention in other sovereign countries to bring about regime change. Examples such as the agreement of James Burnham and Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. on the need for the US to “liberate” Eastern Europe (to the point where Burnham and Schlesinger were founding members of the American Committee for Cultural Freedom) will be considered and compared with examples such as the consensus between Robert Kagan and Christopher Hitchens on the need to overthrowthe government of Saddam Hussein.

The paper will contend, however, that it is not enough to consider convergence on objectives. It will argue that tensions arise over the question of “method”, specifically the relationship between hard power and soft power to intervene and achieve regime change. It will argue, in this context, that the 21st century case differs from its 1950s predecessor because of the willingness of intellectuals, across the US political spectrum, to accept direct military action to achieve the goals of “humanitarian intervention”. At the same time, it will contend that the consequences of that military action, in particular its inability to sustain a lasting interventionist settlement fulfilling stated humanitarian and ideological goals, leads to further intellectual divisions, not between “right” and “left” but between intellectuals who superficially share political labels such as “neo-conservative” and “liberal”. 

