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Abstract

This paper examines the evolution of peace movements and the concept of peace itself
through the lens of John Lennon and Yoko Ono's 1969 "Give Peace a Chance" protest and
its relationship to contemporary global politics. It argues that the idealistic vision of peace
championed by Lennon and the anti-war movement has been fundamentally transformed by
the realities of Pax Americana, where peace has become inseparable from U.S. hegemony
and military power. It is now conditional upon alignment with U.S. strategic interests,
maintained through a complex system of approximately 750 military bases worldwide,
economic sanctions, and proxy warfare. The simple anti-war message of "Give Peace a
Chance" has given way to more complex calculations of "whose peace, on what terms, and
at what cost?" This transformation reflects not just the naiveté of earlier peace movements,
but a fundamental shift in how peace is conceptualized and pursued in an era where conflict
has become integrated into systems of economic and political power.

Keywords: peace movements, pax americana, john lennon and yoko ono, global politics and
hegemony, anti-war activism.
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Introduction

When in 1969, John Lennon and Yoko Ono recorded their ant-war song, "Give Peace a
Chance™ during their Montreal Bed-In on their honeymoon, they embodied a particular
moment in the evolution of peace movements — one where popular protest could still imagine
itself as standing outside the framework of great power politics®. The song's simple refrain,
“All we are saying is give peace a chance”, and the couple's theatrical protest methods
reflected a belief that peace could emerge from grassroots opposition to war itself in the
1970s. However, examining this moment from our contemporary vantage point reveals both
the naiveté and the profound limitations of this vision, as peace in 2025 has become almost
a wishful dream and increasingly inseparable from the architecture of American hegemony.
The transformation in some fifty-six years from that moment to our present reality
demonstrates how thoroughly the concept of peace has been absorbed into the framework of
Pax Americana a relative peace in the Western World after World War 1. Today's conflicts
which include those in Ukraine, Gaza, Sudan, Yemen, Democratic Republic of Congo, Syria
and more, reveal not only the persistence of warfare, but its evolution into a complex
interweaving of economic, military, and diplomatic power projected through a system of
alliances and proxy relationships. This system, anchored by approximately 750 U.S. military
bases worldwide and unparalleled technological superiority in weapons systems, has
redefined peace not as the absence of conflict but as the maintenance of a particular world
order.

Pax Americana and the Redefinition of Peace in a Global Context

The term Pax Americana, which refers to the relative peace and stability enforced by the
United States' global influence since the end of World War |1, has reshaped the very meaning
of peace. With the Global South at that stage still largely occupied by European empires, and
the following push for decolonization and independence, “the colonial powers brutally
challenged the resistance against their empires by establishing Pax Americana or peace
through militarism. However, critics argue that Pax Americana has been Janus-faced, meting
out favorable conditions restricted to the Euro-Atlantic region.” (Smith, 2024). Patrik Cohrs
(2018) points out that many scholars have debated the concept, concluding that:

What came to be pursued was a common bid that eventually clearly transcended “zero-
sum Realpolitik,” and led to the formation of a novel transatlantic system of order that was
premised not only on a mutually beneficial intertwining of political priorities and interests,
but also on a more than merely ideological foundation of common rules, principles and
values. (Cohrs, 2018)

Today's global conflicts, such as those in Ukraine and Gaza, are not just a testament to the
persistence of warfare but also to its evolution into a complex tapestry of economic, military,
and diplomatic power dynamics.

In the post-Cold War era, the United States has emerged as the world's preeminent military
and economic power, with the ability to project its influence across the globe. This influence
is underpinned by a network of approximately 750 U.S. military bases worldwide, in 80
countries, which serve as nodes in a vast web of alliances and proxy relationships (O’Dell,
2024). This system, which is maintained through unparalleled technological superiority in
weapons systems, has redefined peace not as the absence of conflict but as the preservation
of a specific world order that aligns with American interests and values.

!, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Give_Peace_a_Chance
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The conflict in Ukraing, for instance, is a stark example of how modern warfare has become
entangled with the broader architecture of Pax Americana. The support provided by the
United States and its NATO allies to Ukraine is not merely a military intervention but a
strategic move aimed at maintaining the balance of power in Europe. The economic
sanctions, diplomatic maneuvering, and military aid are all part of a larger effort to prevent
the erosion of a world order that has been largely shaped by American policy since the fall
of the Soviet Union.

Similarly, the ongoing conflict in Gaza, with a shaky ceasefire begun January 19 2024,
reflects the complexities of peace in the context of American hegemony. The United States'
unwavering support for Israel, which includes significant military aid and diplomatic
backing, is a cornerstone of its Middle East policy. The peace that is being sought in this
region is not simply the cessation of hostilities but a peace that aligns with the strategic
interests of the United States and its allies. This has often meant a peace that is contingent
upon the military dominance of Israel, a key American ally in the region.

The redefinition of peace within the Pax Americana framework has several implications.
First, it means that peace is often conditional and selective. It may be granted to those who
align with American interests or can be coerced into compliance. Second, it suggests that
peace is not an end state but a continuous process of power projection and control. The
maintenance of peace, in this sense, requires constant engagement in global affairs, often
through military means.

Furthermore, this redefinition has led to a situation where the pursuit of peace can sometimes
necessitate the use of force. The so-called "Responsibility to Protect™ doctrine, which justifies
international intervention in the affairs of sovereign states to prevent mass atrocities, is an
example of how the concept of peace can be intertwined with military intervention under the
auspices of Pax Americana.

Trump's "America First" approach to foreign policy and trade focuses on American interests
above all else!, and challenges many of the principles and institutions that have sustained Pax
Americana. What he instituted in 2017-2021 is being re-imposed in 2025. This includes:
withdrawing from International organisations (World Health Organisation, Paris Climate
Agreement, and the Iran Nuclear Deal); challenging NATO members to increase defence
spending to 5% of GDP. In trade relations, his January 2025 Memo has established a
Department of External Revenue for collecting tariffs from multiple countries. Arguing that
unfair trade practices have hurt American workers and industries, Trump threatens to impose
heavier tariffs on China, going beyond technology companies as previously, and now
threatens 25% tariffs on neighbours, Canada and Mexico, European Union and more?. Rather
than supporting multilateralism, he prefers bilateral direct negotiations with countries. In
emphasizing national sovereignty it is a clear anti-globalisation, anti-free-trade position, that

!, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/2025/01/president-trumps-america-first-priorities/

2, https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/01/america-first-trade-policy/; United States President
signs 'America First Trade Policy' Presidential Memo
https://taxnews.ey.com/news/2025-0294-united-states-president-signs-america-first-trade-policy-presidential -
memo; President Trump Issues “America First” Trade Policy and Previews Additional Tariffs on Canada, Mexico,
and China, Wiley Law, 22 January 2025. https://www.wiley.law/alert-President-Trump-Issues-America-First-
Trade-Policy-and-Previews-Additional-Tariffs-on-Canada-Mexico-and-China
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appeals to domestic audiences but alienates many international partners. Emma Farge (Farge,
2025) reports that “the head of World Trade Organization said that any tit-for-tat trade wars
prompted by U.S. President Donald Trump's tariff threats would have catastrophic
consequences for global growth, urging states to refrain from retaliation.”

Trump's presidency in 2025 is a turning point in the Pax Americana, challenging long-
standing relationships and assumptions about U.S. global leadership and reliability and
asserting American dominance more specifically than ever. It is a stance that stands up to
suggestions that the US and the West is in decline. At this point it is hard to see how Pax
Americana may be evolving into a more multipolar world, with the U.S. sharing influence
with rising powers like China, India, and the European Union, when it is so pre-occupied
with its own inward-focussed agenda rather than global responsibilities.

U.S. Strategy of Proxy Warfare amid global rivalry

The U.S. strategy of proxy warfare represents a sophisticated evolution from the Cold War
paradigm. Although they avoid direct military confrontations, yet they not only supply
weapons which are either purchased by another state or given by the U.S. under the guise of
military ‘aid’, including military training, but also battles that may be orchestrated through
forces belonging to other states or non-state combatants. As Britannica states:

Proxy wars enable major powers to avoid direct confrontation with each other as they
compete for influence and resources. Direct means of support by third parties consist of
military aid and training, economic assistance, and sometimes limited military operations
with surrogate forces. Indirect means of support have included blockades, sanctions, trade
embargoes, and other strategies designed to thwart a rival’s ambitions.*

While the fundamental aim of containing rival powers remains, the methods have become
more nuanced and multidimensional. In Ukraine, U.S. supplies of arms and support serve the
dual purpose of weakening Russia while demonstrating commitment to European allies. In
Gaza, the complex relationship with Israel similarly advances multiple strategic objectives:
maintaining a strong regional ally, containing Iran's influence, removing threats to Israel from
Hamas, Hezbollah and Houthis that are supported by Iran, and preserving U.S. credibility in
the Middle East even as U.S. attention pivots toward Asia and China. This strategic
framework has effectively transformed the meaning of peace itself. Rather than the universal
ideal imagined by John Lennon and the anti-war movement, peace has become conditional —
specifically conditional on alignment with U.S. interests and acceptance of its role as global
security guarantor. The old anti-war slogan "Give peace a chance™ has been replaced by a
more complex calculation: "Whose peace, on what terms, and at what cost?” And for the
U.S., “how does it benefit our interests?”’

At the start of the second Trump presidency, it seems to have changed even more, and while
Trump stated he wanted no more wars and wishes to be seen as a peacemaker, Tom Bateman
(Bateman, 2025) for BBC News notes that his Secretary of State Marco Rubio “having
previously stated that all US spending abroad should take place only if it makes America
"stronger", "safer" or "more prosperous"”, we can see that it is all about the U.S., not about
others, not about foreign aid recipients.

The current global rivalry system demonstrates how economic and military warfare have
become increasingly intertwined. Economic tariffs, sanctions, technology controls, and trade
restrictions are deployed alongside military aid and security partnerships, creating a

!, https://www.britannica.com/topic/proxy-war
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comprehensive toolkit for exercising power. This integration of economic and military power
has made the distinction between times of peace and conflict increasingly blurry. Trade
policies, technology transfers, and economic partnerships are now explicitly viewed through
the lens of strategic competition. The division of the world into U.S. allies, friends and
enemies has become starker, yet also more complex. New forms of partnership are
supplementing traditional alliance structures based on shared concerns about rival powers.
The "us versus them™ mentality of the Cold War has evolved into a more nuanced system of
graduated relationships, where countries must carefully calibrate their level of alignment with
competing power centers.

Prospects for Peace are Determined by Alignment with U.S. Strategy

In the annals of peace activism, the 1969 Montreal bed-in by John Lennon and Yoko Ono
was a masterstroke of performance art and political theater, a blend of activism and celebrity
that captured the world's attention. It stands as a testament to the era’s spirit of idealism and
the power of celebrity to amplify a message. The famous couple’s recording of "Give Peace
a Chance" with its simple chorus, “All we are saying is give peace a chance” —“rang out as
a clarion call for a generation weary of war, in particular the Vietham war, and yearning for
a different path. This event encapsulated a moment when the peace movement believed in its
ability to transcend the machinations of the world's superpowers. Lennon and Ono's approach
to protest—non-violent, whimsical, and media-savvy—reflected a broader belief that peace
could be achieved through the sheer force of public opinion and grassroots mobilization. The
couple's message was clear: War was not an inevitability but a choice, and by choosing peace,
individuals could reshape the world. Yet, as we reflect on this iconic moment from the
vantage point of the 21st century, it is impossible to ignore the profound limitations and the
inherent naiveté of their vision. The intervening decades have seen peace become
increasingly entwined with the structures of American hegemony, a reality that Lennon and
Ono's bed-in could not have anticipated.

The Vietham War, which was the backdrop against which "Give Peace a Chance" was
recorded, was a stark example of how American power could shape global conflict. The anti-
war movement of the time was indeed powerful, but it could not prevent the war from
dragging on for another six years after the bed-in. The eventual end of the conflict was not
due to a grassroots uprising but rather to the political calculations of policymakers in
Washington. The peace movement of the 1960s and 70s often failed to grapple with the
complexities of international relations and the geopolitical realities that underpin war.
Lennon and Ono's call for peace, while noble, did not address the root causes of conflict nor
propose concrete solutions for achieving lasting stability. The belief that war could be
abolished through sheer will and the power of song underestimated the intricate web of
interests and power dynamics that drive global conflict. The anti-war movement's critique of
U.S. military intervention, while powerful in its moment, did not anticipate how sophisticated
the exercise of U.S. hegemonic power would become.

In the contemporary world, the concept of peace is often tied to the projection of American
power. Although its 1,328,000 active military personnel is smaller than that of China
(2,035,000) in 2025, the U.S. has the most powerful military in the world, followed by
Russia, China, India. Its military budget of $831 billion far exceeds China with $296 billion,
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Russia with $109 billion, India $86.3 billion, UK $74.9 billion, Japan $50.2 billion®. So with
such massive expenditure, and advanced military technology, the United States, as the
world's dominant military force, has the ability to enforce a certain kind of peace, but this
peace is not always just or equitable. It is a peace that can be imposed through military
intervention, economic sanctions, and/or the exertion of soft power. The vision of peace as a
grassroots movement standing apart from the influence of great powers is, in many ways, a
quaint relic of a bygone era. Moreover, the global landscape has shifted in ways that Lennon
and Ono could not have foreseen. The rise of non-state actors, the proliferation of armed
conflicts driven by ideological extremism, and the increasing sophistication of military
technology have all complicated the pursuit of peace. In this context, the simplistic message
of "Give Peace a Chance" seems hopelessly out of step with the grim realities of modern
warfare.

The modern reality is that prospects for peace are indeed largely dependent on whether they
align with U.S. strategic interests. This is not merely because of American military
dominance, but because the U.S. has constructed a complex system of international
relationships, economic interdependencies, and security arrangements that make it difficult
to imagine peace outside this framework. The old adage that "it's not the gun but the person
using it that is the problem" takes on new meaning when applied to U.S. hegemony — the
issue is not just American power itself, but how that power shapes the very possibilities for
peace and conflict resolution.

The current reality poses challenging questions for contemporary peace movements and
critics of U.S. foreign policy. Simply opposing war, as Lennon and Ono did, is insufficient
when conflict has become so thoroughly integrated into systems of economic and political
power. This is not to denigrate the impact or the importance of Lennon and Ono's message.
Their call for peace remains a powerful and necessary reminder of the human desire for a
more peaceful world. However, it is crucial to recognize the limitations of their approach and
to acknowledge that peace today requires a more nuanced understanding of global politics.
Meaningful advocacy for peace today requires engaging with complex questions about the
nature of international order, the role of military power in maintaining stability, and the
relationship between economic and security interests. In an era where peace is increasingly
defined by and dependent on U.S. hegemony, the song's simple message highlights the
distance between idealistic visions of peace and the realpolitik of our current moment. The
challenge for contemporary peace advocates is not just to oppose war, but to engage with the
complex systems that make peace inseparable from power.

The transformation from the idealistic vision of peace championed by Lennon and Ono to
the current reality of Pax Americana has led to a profound shift in how we understand and
pursue peace. The concept of peace is no longer the absence of conflict but the active
management of a global order that supports American interests and values. This has
implications for how we view conflicts, intervene in international crises, and ultimately, how
we strive for a more peaceful world. As we navigate this complex landscape, it is essential to
recognize the limitations and consequences of this approach and to continue seeking paths to
peace that are inclusive, just, and genuinely reflective of the desires of all global citizens, not

1, https://science.howstuffworks.com/strongest-military-in-the-
world.htm#:~:text=1n%20the%20international %20contest%20for,air%20force%2C%20navy%20and%20army.
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just those who hold power.

"Give Peace a Chance" was a product of its time, a moment when the peace movement could
still imagine itself as an independent force capable of reshaping the world. As we look back
on this moment, we must do so with a critical eye, recognizing the naivety of the vision it
represented while also honoring the enduring ideal it sought to promote. To achieve peace in
our complex, interconnected world, we must grapple with the difficult truths of power and
politics, and we must be willing to engage with the very systems that Lennon and Ono sought
to circumvent. Only then can we hope to move closer to the peaceful world they so fervently
envisioned. The enduring relevance of "Give Peace a Chance" lies not in its prescription for
achieving peace, but in its reminder of how profoundly our understanding of peace has
changed.
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