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As new presidential administrations come into power, they each bring
their own approach to foreign policy. No grand strategy, however, is
going to be completely novel. New administrations never start with a
blank slate, so it is always possible to see similarities between an
administration and its predecessors. Conversely, since each
administration faces novel problems and operates in a unique context,
no foreign policy strategy is going to be an exact replica of its
predecessors. In American Pendulum, Christopher Hemmer examines
America's grand strategic choices between 1914 and 2014 using four



recurring debates in American foreign policy as lenses. First, how
should the United States balance the trade-offs between working alone
versus working with other states and international organizations?
Second, what is the proper place of American values in foreign policy?
Third, where does the strategic perimeter of the United States lie? And
fourth, is time on the side of the United States or of its enemies?
Offering new readings of debates within the Wilson, Truman, Nixon,
Bush, and Obama administrations, Hemmer asserts that heated
debates, disagreements, and even confusions over U.S. grand strategy
are not only normal but also beneficial. He challenges the claim that
uncertainties or inconsistences about the nation's role in the world or
approach to security issues betray strategic confusion or the absence of
a grand strategy. American foreign policy, he states, is most in danger
not when debates are at their most pointed but when the weight of
opinion crushes dissent. As the United States looks ahead to an
increasingly multipolar world with increasing complicated security
issues, Hemmer concludes, developing an effective grand strategy
requires ongoing contestation and compromises between competing
visions and policies.
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A frequent complaint against contemporary American fiction is that too
often it puts off readers in ways they find difficult to fathom. Books

such as Bret Easton Ellis's American Psycho, Katherine Dunn's Geek
Love, and Don Delillo's Underworld seem determined to upset, disgust,
or annoy their readers-or to disorient them by shunning traditional plot
patterns and character development. Kathryn Hume calls such works
"aggressive fiction." Why would authors risk alienating their readers-
and why should readers persevere? Looking beyond the theory-based
justifications that critics often provide for such fiction, Hume offers a
commonsense guide for the average reader who wants to better
understand and appreciate books that might otherwise seem difficult to
enjoy.In her reliable and sympathetic guide, Hume considers roughly
forty works of recent American fiction, including books by William
Burroughs, Kathy Acker, Chuck Palahniuk, and Cormac McCarthy. Hume
gathers "attacks" on the reader into categories based on narrative
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structure and content. Writers of some aggressive fictions may wish to
frustrate easy interpretation or criticism. Others may try to induce
certain responses in readers. Extreme content deployed as a tactic for
distancing and alienating can actually produce a contradictory effect:
for readers who learn to relax and go with the flow, the result may well
be exhilaration rather than revulsion.
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