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Note from the editors

With this issue of American Review — our 18th (ten under Minh Bui 
Jones and eight under Tom Switzer) — we are ending our quarterly app 
version of the magazine but expanding our online presence.

In 2009, we were conceived not as an academic journal but as an 
intellectual magazine. Although our main focus was to be American 
politics and foreign policy, we were interested in international relations 
more broadly. We set out to stimulate and focus lively discussion among 
the variety of schools of thought from the four corners of the globe. 
Notwithstanding our online changes, American Review will remain 
committed to that goal.

Indeed, with two years to go before the next presidential election, we are 
moving exclusively into cyberspace, where many intriguing political and 
foreign-policy debates are taking place. And if we can direct readers to 
what we think are sounder and more reliable articles than much of the 
trite reading material available on the Internet, that is all to the good for 
the public debate. In the digital age, there remains a market for the kind 
of informed opinion about America and the world that the United States 
Studies Centre has been providing during the past five years.

So check out our web site regularly from January onwards and continue 
to enjoy the magazine.

www.americanreviewmag.com
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Watching the birth of a radical Islamic caliphate in 
Iraq, which was stable and democratic not so long ago, 
reminded me of the first line of Jeanne Kirkpatrick’s 
seminal Commentary magazine essay, “Dictatorships and 
Double Standards.” It began: “The failure of the Carter 
administration’s foreign policy is now clear to everyone 
except its architects.”

As I’ve argued in these pages before, Barack Obama’s 
doctrine of American retreat, like Carter’s, has allowed 
dictators and autocrats of all stripes to expand their 
dominion, from Putin’s seizure of Crimea and Eastern 
Ukraine to China’s declaration of a new Air Defence 
Identification Zone over Japanese waters to, now, the 
terrorist group Islamic State’s utter domination of a 
landmass the size of California in the heart of the Fertile 
Crescent. 

The President can’t point to a single foreign policy 
achievement that advances American interests — after 

Has Obama really 
toughened up? 
The President should admit he allowed the Islamic State 
caliphate to grow and he must be the one to destroy it 

By Mary Kissel 

CoverSTORY
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six years in the Oval Office. He has failed because his ideas about the 
nature of the world and of war are naïve, and wrong. He has failed 
because he elevates domestic political concerns above the national 
security of the country. And he is worse that Carter in the most 
important respect: His arrogance prevents him from admitting, and 
learning from, his mistakes.

Nowhere is this clearer than in Iraq and Syria today.

Contrary to popular legend, the Bush administration won the Iraq 
conflict. The Obama team’s job was to consolidate the gains. Recall 
Vice President Joe Biden’s boast to CNN’s Larry King in February 
2010 that he was “very optimistic” about Iraq, which “could be one 
of the great achievements of this administration.” He continued: 
“You’re going to see 90,000 American troops come marching home 
by the end of the summer. You’re going to see a stable government in 
Iraq that is actually moving toward a representative government.”

Or mull what the President himself told troops at Fort Bragg in 
December 2011: “We’re leaving behind a sovereign, stable and self-
reliant Iraq, with a representative government that was elected by its 
people.” All true, at the time.

Granted, Iraqi President Nouri al-Maliki wasn’t an easy partner, 
but he was disposed to ally with the United States to shore up his 
political legitimacy and attract economic support. Former CIA and 
Defense Department chief Leon Panetta’s confirms in his new memoir, 
Worthy Fights, how “privately, the various leadership factions in Iraq 
all confided that they wanted some US forces to remain as a bulwark 
against sectarian violence.” That wasn’t a big ask of the world’s 
biggest military, which has kept forces in South Korea, for instance, 
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for more than half a century, and has military contingents stationed 
as far away as Darwin, Australia.

But Barack Obama had campaigned for office on the promise to 
withdraw American troops from Iraq, no matter what the strategic 
cost. And he believed that the world had entered a new phase. War 
was so “20th century.” His foreign policy would emphasise dialogue, 
“mutual respect,” and the devolution of power to international 
organisations like the United Nations. He disdained the idea that the 
American military is a force for good in the world. Recall his first 
major foreign policy speech, at Cairo University in 2009: “Given our 
interdependence, any world order that elevates one nation or group 
of people over another will inevitably fail.”

Again, Panetta’s account on the White House’s Middle East 
thinking is instructive. The former defence chief argued for “leverage” 
to keep forces in Iraq, “but the President’s team at the White House 
pushed back, and the differences occasionally became heated … [T]
hose on our side viewed the White House as so eager to rid itself of 
Iraq that it was willing to withdraw rather than lock in arrangements 
that would preserve our influence and interests.” The “other side” 
being the President’s political aides.

That account jibes with what Reuters recently reported: “One 
former senior US official said Obama’s 2011 decision to abandon 
difficult troop negotiations with Baghdad and remove the last US 
soldiers from Iraq surprised the Pentagon and was known only by the 

“Imagine if the United States hadn’t 
abandoned Iraq. Would the country have 

fallen into such secular disarray?”
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president and a small circle of aides.” Several high-ranking sources 
have confirmed to me that the President regularly overruled senior 
military advisers with decades more experience, preferring to hew to 
the wishes of a close-knit group of advisors from his Chicago days.

Which raises the question, why? Why would a president ignore 
seasoned military advice and beat a premature retreat? The dangers 
were well-known. Here’s George W. Bush, in July 2007: “To begin 
withdrawing before our commanders tell us we’re ready would be 
dangerous for Iraq, for the region, and for the United States. It would 
mean surrendering the future of Iraq to al Qaeda. It would mean that 
we’d be risking mass killings on a horrific scale. It would mean we’d 
allow the terrorists to establish a safe haven in Iraq to replace the one 
they lost in Afghanistan. It would mean we’d be increasing the 
probability that American troops would have to return at some later 
date to confront an enemy that is even more dangerous.” 

The only answer is that President Obama values short-term, 
domestic political wins over longer-term national security victories. 
Consider Syria. As the Arab Spring erupted, ordinary Syrians rose up 
too, peacefully demanding more freedoms. When President Bashar al-
Assad responded with violence, President Obama adopted the mantra 
that “Assad must go,” rolling the line out regularly in speeches and at 
press conferences. Yet he did nothing to arm the rebels — again, 
against the advice of close advisors, who at the time included Secretary 
of State Hillary Clinton, Defense Secretary Robert Gates, and 
Ambassador to Syria Robert Ford. Foreign wars were unpopular in 
American opinion polls after the Bush years.

In August 2012, after reports that Assad used chemical weapons 
in breach of international treaties, the President said the following: 
“We have been very clear to the Assad regime, but also to other 
players on the ground, that a red line for us is we start seeing a whole 
bunch of chemical weapons moving around or being utilised. That 
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would change my calculus. That would change my equation.” Yet 
Assad continues to use weapons of mass destruction, a fact confirmed 
months later by the United Nations, journalists, and US intelligence 
services.

The President’s legitimacy was on the line. He declared he’d order 
airstrikes and ordered a carrier group to the eastern Mediterranean. 
US allies like Britain and France declared their support. Then the 
President said the strikes would be “limited.” And then one Friday 
night, President Obama took a walk around the White House grounds 
with Chief of Staff Denis McDonough. The next morning, he 
announced he would ask Congress for permission to bomb — a 
patently political move meant to give the White House cover, should 
the strikes be unpopular: the president’s war powers clearly allow for 
a limited bombing campaign. 

As Congress wavered in the absence of presidential leadership, 
Secretary of State John Kerry — who, embarrassingly, had made a 
cogent, public case for attacking the Assad regime — floated a Russia-
brokered deal that would allow Assad to stay in power, impose 
perfunctory international inspections on his weapons program, and 
do nothing to degrade his army’s ability to keep slaughtering civilians. 
The killing continued. London and Paris learned the Obama White 
House is a fickle partner. Assad even used chemical weapons again — 
just not the kind forbidden under the United Nations treaty he had 
previously signed. Some deal. But the opinion polls at home suggested 
the President did the right thing — at least, in the short run.

Unfortunately, political expediency doesn’t make for a sound foreign 
policy in the long run. If that were true, President Bush would’ve 
withdrawn from Iraq in 2007 to great cheers back home, rather than 
risk his presidency on a surge that even his top advisors opposed. 
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Margaret Thatcher would’ve let Argentina seize the Falklands. Just as 
with Carter’s weakness, there were serious consequences to be paid in 
the wake of the President’s failure to enforce his red line in Syria and 
his abandonment of Iraq: namely, the rise of the Islamic State.

Imagine for a moment that the United States had armed the Syrian 
rebels during the first six months of protests, as Senators John McCain 
and Lindsey Graham advocated. Would they have turned the tide 
against Assad? We’ll never know. But by not arming them, the Obama 
White House assured Assad’s eventual victory. What we do know is 
that many decided they had no choice but to join the growing jihadist 
movement or risk they and their families’ personal safety. Others felt 
America abandoned them and were attracted to the terror group’s 
anti-American rhetoric. Still others fled to Turkey or Jordan or 
Lebanon. 

Imagine if the United States hadn’t abandoned Iraq. Would the 
country have fallen into such secular disarray? Would the Sunnis have 
fought more vigorously against the marauding Islamic State terrorists 
streaming across the Syrian borders? What we do know is that the 
moderate Sunnis who allied with the United States back in 2007 felt 
abandoned by President Obama, for good reason. Without the 
leverage of a US military force in the country, al-Maliki turned to 
political score-settling. He accused his Sunni vice president of 
“terrorism” and gifted top military posts to his political allies. 
Kurdistan chafed for independence and control over its oil fields. The 
Islamic State consolidated its power. 

And it’s consolidated that power quickly. The terrorists took the 
western city of Fallujah in January and have since gained territory at 
a breathtaking pace. They now control Iraq’s second-largest city, 
Mosul, and have captured Tikrit. They briefly took over Mosul Dam. 
Their banks and oil fields now produce millions of dollars of income. 
They have seized US military equipment, including tanks and 
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Humvees. They have started mass executions of Iraqi soldiers and 
civilians. They behead foreigners and post the grisly videos on 
YouTube. Tens of thousands of civilians have been displaced and 
thousands more slaughtered.

Remarkably, almost unbelievably, President Obama has 
downplayed the threat from all of these developments, even as the 
situation on the ground has worsened. In November last year, he 
talked to the New Yorker’s David Remnick about the fall of Fallujah: 
“The analogy we use around here sometimes, and I think is accurate, 
is if a jayvee team puts on Lakers uniforms that doesn’t make them 
Kobe Bryant,” referring to the distinction between a professional and 
a rank amateur. 

That quote may go down in history as one of the most ill-
considered statements a President has ever made. Only three months 
later, the head of the Defense Intelligence Agency, Lieutenant General 
Michael Flynn, testified to Congress that IS “probably will attempt to 
take territory in Iraq and Syria to exhibit its strength in 2014, as 
demonstrated recently in Ramadi and Fallujah, and the group’s ability 
to concurrently maintain multiple safe havens in Syria.” Which is 
exactly what they did. 

Supporters of President Obama point to his decision to order 
airstrikes in Iraq and Syria as a sign that the President has toughened 
up. But has he, really? President Obama and his advisors claim their 
goal is to “degrade and destroy” the Islamic State, but the constraints 
the President has placed on the Pentagon suggest he isn’t serious 
about the “destroy” part — namely, no combat troops. Serious 
military analysts, from Army General Ray Odierno to the Institute 
for the Study of War’s Jessica Lewis, have all said that strategy will 
fail. 



Mary Kissel

American 12 Review

CoverSTORY

The real goal of President Obama’s studied weakness in Iraq is to 
kick the problem to his successor, whomever that may be. Witness 
National Security Advisor Susan Rice on NBC’s Meet the Press in 
mid-October, calling the United States–led fight against the Islamic 
State “a long-term effort” and asserting the campaign wouldn’t 
“benefit from American ground troops in combat again.” Or President 
Obama’s assertion a few days later that “this is going to be a long-
term campaign.”

But why should a US victory take so long? The first Iraq war in 
1991 didn’t take years. If President Obama had the nerve of yes, 
Jimmy Carter, he’d admit that he allowed the Islamic State caliphate 
to grow on his watch and he would be the one to destroy it — for 
real. He’d go to Congress to get bipartisan approval for an updated 
war authorisation — which he’d acquire with ease — and explain 
frankly to the American people why the United States has to send in 
ground troops to eliminate a terrorist threat that will ultimately 
threaten our allies and our homeland. 

Such a strategy would require political courage and humility — 
two qualities that this president just may not have. He described 
winning the Democratic presidential nomination as “the moment 
when the rise of the oceans began to slow and our planet began to 
heal.” He’s compared himself to Lincoln. He’s claimed he’s a better 
speechwriter than his speechwriter. He has refused to take 
responsibility for setting a red line in Syria, claiming that “the world 
set a red line.” He told CNN’s Jim Acosta in June the failure to keep 
troops in Iraq “wasn’t a decision made by me. That was a decision 
made by the Iraqi government.”

I’m afraid that President Obama’s final two years in office will 
simply be a continuation of his past six. He’ll try to contain the 
Islamic State’s advance in Iraq through airstrikes, and let the terrorists 
retreat to a safe haven in Syria. He’ll denounce Assad but allow him 
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to keep killing. He’ll call on the United Nations to denounce the 
murders of civilians while doing nothing to stop it, in either country. 
He’ll hope that US police and intelligence services manage to thwart 
terrorist attacks on the American homeland. America’s allies in the 
region, such as Saudi Arabia, will be on their own.

The most generous interpretation of Barack Obama’s foreign 
policy of retreat, with all of its horrific consequences, for the people 
of Iraq and Syria and for America’s national interest, is that it’s based 
on the president’s genuine belief that he’s doing the right thing by 
keeping American troops out of another ground war. Perhaps he truly 
believes that, despite the events of 9/11, terrorism can be contained 
to far-flung shores. Perhaps he’s doesn’t value non-American lives. 

My advice, for what it’s worth: Perhaps he should contemplate 
the conclusion of Kirkpatrick’s Commentary essay, in which she 
writes: “Liberal idealism need not be identical with masochism, and 
need not be incompatible with the defense of freedom and the national 
interest.” n
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For the third time in as many decades, the United States 
is leading a coalition of allies into Iraq. But unlike president 
George H.W. Bush’s liberation of Kuwait in 1991 — and 
like president George W. Bush’s liberation of Iraq in 2003 
— President Barack Obama’s war-by-any-other-name in 
2014 is bound to fail. 

Indeed, what is amazing about the US-led mission in 
Iraq, which has expanded into Syria, is the extent to which 
there is already serious skepticism in America about the 
strategy and prospects for success. When even pro-Obama 
and pro-war media outlets such as the New York Times and 
Wall Street Journal respectively slam his campaign, as they 
all too often do in their editorials, you know the President 
is on shaky ground. 

At first glance, the mission to degrade and destroy the 
jihadist terrorist group known as Islamic State sounds like a 
noble and just cause, as Mary Kissel argues in this issue. But 
as I have argued elsewhere, if one wants to be effective and 

The case against the 
new Iraq war
The mission sounds like a noble cause, but this 
road to hell is indeed paved with good intentions 

By Tom Switzer 

CoverSTORY
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not merely to feel virtuous, the process of eradicating what is essentially 
a disparate group of Sunni militants must be recognised as complicated 
and fraught with the danger of unintended consequences. This is all the 
more so when one is dealing with artificial states and medieval societies. 

Many supporters of the intervention posit three main arguments: 
that there is no link between the invasion of Iraq in 2003 and the 
mayhem that has spread across north-west Iraq in 2014; that the threat 
posed by IS represents a clear and present danger around the world; and 
that the mission to degrade and destroy the terrorist group can primarily 
be accomplished with air power. Each position is implausible. Moreover, 
far from draining the swamps of jihadism in Iraq and Syria, there is a 
danger that the new military campaign could replenish them. 

Start with the observation widely held among neo-conservatives and 
liberal interventionists that the demise of Saddam Hussein’s regime has 
had nothing to do with the demise of the Iraqi state. The rise of IS in 
2014, we are told, has to do with Western inaction in Syria’s civil war, 
former Iraqi prime minister Nouri al-Maliki’s kleptocratic rule and 
President Obama’s withdrawal of US forces in late 2011. 

There is, to be sure, some truth to each explanation. Syria’s Sunni 
terrorist fighters have spilled into Iraq and destabilised the region. From 
2006 to 2014, Maliki had been more interested in seeking revenge 
against his political and sectarian rivals, especially the Sunni Arabs, than 
in building a nation. And the withdrawal of US troops helped scuttle the 
semblance of sectarian peace that Washington had brokered following 
the surge in 2007.

But the taproot of this disaster was the decision to launch a preventive 
war against Saddam Hussein’s regime in 2003. It was this event that 
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sparked the other contributing causes to the debacle unfolding across 
Iraq in 2014.

The architects of the war — such as vice president Dick Cheney 
and Paul Wolfowitz and Douglas Feith in Donald Rumsfeld’s Pentagon, 
egged on by neo-conservative thinkers such as Robert Kagan, Charles 
Krauthammer, and Max Boot; publications such as The Weekly Standard, 
the Washington Post editorial page, and the Wall Street Journal editorial 
page; and Washington-based think tanks such as the American Enterprise 
Institute, Brookings Institution, Heritage Foundation — thought that the 
“liberation” of the Iraqi people from a brutal dictatorship would lead to 
a flourishing liberal democracy. But the goal of exporting democracy to 
an arbitrarily created state and ethnically and tribally fractured society 
was bound to be so messy and so dangerous that it was not worth so 
much blood and treasure. 

The Baathists, like the Hashemites and British before them, had kept 
in place minority rule, giving Sunni Arabs a disproportionate share of 
power and resources while also brutally suppressing Shia and Kurds. 

By invading Iraq and toppling Saddam’s regime, the US-led coalition 
ended that imbalance. The majority Shia became the new winners, the 
minority Sunnis the new losers. 

The result has been a violent rebalancing act in Iraqi society. As Vali 
Nasr points out in The Shia Revival and Forces of Fortune, the Sunni 
insurgency fought both the US occupation and the Shia ascendancy it 

“The war could boost anti-Americanism 
among Sunni Iraqis and recruit young 

disillusioned Sunnis to the jihadi cause.”
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facilitated. The insurgents wanted the Americans gone so they could 
restore Sunni dominance over Iraq. And with the US withdrawal, 
the Sunnis escalated their bloody sectarian war against the Shia-run 
government. 

To say again: it was the US invasion that shattered the Sunni-run 
state, which allowed age-old ethnic and sectarian tensions to resurface. 
The result has been Iraq’s descent into anarchy and violence. If one 
remains unconvinced about the link between the invasion and the 
mayhem today, think about it this way: before March 2003, there was no 
terrorism problem in Iraq. Since “liberation,” however, Iraq has attracted 
jihadists like flies on a dying animal. 

Add to this the flawed justifications for the war (weapons of mass 
destruction) as well as the unintended consequences (Iran’s strengthened 
position in the region) and it’s no wonder the eminent historian Tony 
Judt called the Iraq invasion “the worst foreign policy error in American 
history.” One can recognise Saddam was a murderous gangster and still 
believe this Sound of Music–loving secularist, denounced by Osama 
bin Laden as an “infidel,” had been kept in his box via the tried and 
tested policy of containment: sanctions, naval blockade, no-fly zone, and 
deterrence. 

It was this strategy that defined the United States’ Iraq policy during 
the Bush Sr and Clinton administrations. When he was defense secretary, 
Dick Cheney defended Washington’s decision not to topple Saddam on 
realist grounds. Shortly after the ejection of Iraqi forces from Kuwait in 
1991, he said: 

It’s not clear what kind of government you would put in place of 
the one that’s currently there now. Is it going to be a Shia regime, 
a Sunni regime or a Kurdish regime? Or one that tilts toward the 
Baathists, or one that tilts toward the Islamic fundamentalists? 
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How much credibility is that government going to have if it’s set 
up by the United States military when it’s there? How long does 
the United States military have to stay to protect the people that 
sign on for that government, and what happens to it once we 
leave? 

Although Cheney expressed similar sentiments during the 1990s, he 
jettisoned that logic after 9/11. America and the Middle East have been 
living with the consequences ever since. 

This history is important in understanding the crisis in Iraq. Yet many 
supporters of the invasion remain in denial, instead blaming Obama’s 
“premature” exit in 2011 for unravelling the fragile unity government 
and removing all that was keeping the sectarian rivals in check. 

What is rarely acknowledged, however, is that it was the Bush 
administration that signed a status-of-forces agreement in December 
2008, which pledged to withdraw all US troops by the end of 2011. 
During lengthy negotiations on keeping American forces in Iraq after 
2011, the Maliki government — encouraged by its main backer Iran 
— insisted that all remaining US personnel be subject to Iraqi law. This 
was a demand to which Washington could not possibly agree. Moreover, 
Obama was fulfilling an election mandate to withdraw troops from a 
widely unpopular war.

True, the US “surge” in early 2007 bought some time to allow national 
elections to take place, but never enough time to get the sectarian mess 
of post-Saddam Iraq to try to resolve itself peacefully and form a viable 
non-sectarian polity. Besides, it was inevitable that once Washington 
withdrew US forces, the hatred, rivalries, and vengefulness that are so 
much a part of Iraq’s religious, sectarian, and tribal animosities would 
erupt. Would the critics of Obama’s failure to reach a new residual forces 
deal with Baghdad in 2011 really countenance staying forever in Iraq? 
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Hawks insist that the invasion had nothing to do with the formation 
of IS, because its operation emanates from Syria. The truth, though, is that 
IS is directly linked to al Qaeda in Iraq, which was created in response 
to the US-led invasion and subsequent occupation, not to mention the 
creation of a Shia regime in Baghdad. Remember Musab al-Zarqawi and 
the torrent of horror his Sunni extremists unleashed from 2003 to 2007? 
Although the “surge” helped persuade the Sunni tribes to turn against 
the jihadists, the withdrawal of US troops and the Syrian civil war in 
2011 helped allow the insurgency-turned-terrorist groups to re-energise. 

Hawks also maintain that if Obama had intervened more assertively 
in Syria in 2011–12 there would have been less instability and violence, 
and the Islamists would never have been able to exploit vacuums in that 
war-torn nation. But it’s difficult to understand the logic of this argument, 
given that more than 150,000 US and coalition troops had occupied Iraq 
from the invasion in 2003 to the time of withdrawal in 2011. During that 
period, anywhere between 130,000 and 500,000 Iraqi civilians died and 
more than a million, including most of the country’s Christians, fled the 
country. Islamist extremist groups, such as al Qaeda, which subsequently 
morphed into IS, flourished during the US-led occupation. The point here 
is that notwithstanding an assertive American presence in Iraq — the 
kind of proactive intervention that John McCain, Hillary Clinton, and 
others have called for in Syria since 2011 — the barbarity and bloodshed 
that we’ve witnessed in Syria were also taking place in Iraq during the 
US occupation.

Why then are Iraq and Syria so similar, even though the United States 
was heavily engaged in the former and not the latter? It’s because, as 
the distinguished American historian of Syria Joshua Landis argues, the 
long-time minority rulers in both nations have nothing left to lose. As 
mentioned earlier, the invasion radically altered the sectarian imbalance 
that had been in place for generations. This meant that the minority 
Sunnis embraced an insurgency that has morphed into a plethora of 
Sunni jihadist movements.
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The same thing has been happening in Syria since the so-called Arab 
Spring encouraged a rebellion in 2011 that threatened to topple Bashar 
al-Assad’s minority regime. The Alawites, the ruling sect in Syria — like 
Iraq’s Sunni Arab sects such as the former Baathists — are fighting tooth 
and nail in a battle for survival. 

It is not clear how US intervention in Syria would have made things 
better. In any case, the West could apply the old diplomatic dictum “the 
enemy of my enemy is my friend” with excessive zeal by forming an 
alliance with the Assad regime — and its Iranian backer — against the 
Sunni jihadists. That seems unlikely. 

Our leaders, most notably Barack Obama, British Prime Minister 
David Cameron, and Australian Prime Minister Tony Abbott, maintain 
that IS poses a grave and serious danger around the world. Some hawks 
even suggest that Islamist terrorism is such a mighty ideological force 
with the power to threaten the world that it is akin to Nazism or Soviet 
Communism. But such analogies are inaccurate and imprudent. As 
Owen Harries, a long-time Cold Warrior, has argued: “It’s to belittle the 
historical experiences of World War II, not to speak of the Cold War, to 
equate the terrorists of today and the damage they’re capable of with the 
totalitarian regimes of the previous century.” 

But if IS really posed the kind of grave threat that many opinion 
makers tell us, why are Western leaders so reluctant to commit ground 
troops? Besides, US intelligence agencies have reached a different 
conclusion. According to the New York Times, some US officials and 

“Obama is a war president leading 
Americans to another costly and 

open-ended conflict in the Middle East.”
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terror experts believe “the actual danger has been distorted in hours of 
television punditry and alarmist statements by politicians.”

We are really talking about, as Professor Stephen Walt of Harvard 
University has observed, a “lightly armed group of bloody-minded 
radicals whose new ‘caliphate’ extends over a lot of mostly empty 
territory” in north-west Iraq. Yes, the jihadists have seized modern 
military equipment and have the potential to gain revenues from some 
oil fields. They also appear to be better organised than other terrorist 
groups. 

But IS has about a standard US Army division of 20,000 troops 
(though the CIA has claimed that IS has recruited an extra 10,000 since 
the start of the US air-campaign in Iraq in August). It has no navy or air 
force. It can defeat small units of divided, poorly trained, and demoralised 
troops, such as the Iraq units it routed earlier this year north of Baghdad, 
but not a decent military with resolve. It’s a predominantly Sunni group 
that will not be able to expand into non-Sunni areas. IS, at least without 
Western help, can’t topple Assad, or Jordan, or the Shia regime in 
Baghdad — whose forces, together with its Iran backer, outnumber IS by 
100 to one.

Writing in the Washington Post, Middle East expert Ramzy Mardini 
points out that the IS’s “fundamentals are weak,” that its “extreme 
ideology, spirit of subjugation, and acts of barbarism prevent it from 
becoming a political venue for the masses,” and it’s “completely isolated, 
encircled by enemies.” Yes, the group is a bunch of brutal thugs — 
beheadings are especially grisly — but there is a danger in allowing its 
choice of execution methods to drive Western strategy. Make no mistake: 
the jihadists want the United States and its allies to intervene in order to 
drum up anti-Americanism and drive up recruitment numbers for their 
cause. 
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If IS tries to conquer and occupy Baghdad, it would find itself in a 
giant quagmire. There are many Shia who would resist, and it’s likely 
the Iranians would commit overwhelming firepower to reverse any IS 
intervention. Even if, for argument’s sake, the Sunni extremists conquer 
all of Iraq, it remains unclear how US core strategic interests are directly 
threatened. Realists could argue with some justification that a powerful 
Sunni Iraq could balance a Shia Iran, which Washington has long feared 
is a terror-sponsoring power that wants to dominate the region. After 
all, the US decision to back Saddam, a Sunni, from 1982 to 1988 was 
made in order to balance the power of the new Islamic Republic of Iran. 

It is true that the locals in Sunni towns such as Mosul, Tikrit, and 
Fallujah did not resist jihadist intervention during the northern summer, 
despite the fact that many are horrified by IS’s violence and death cults. 
The same could be said of the Sunnis in Raqqa, IS’s Syrian capital. But 
Iraq’s Sunnis (like Syria’s Sunnis) fear the sectarian Shia-led regime in 
Baghdad (and the Assad regime in Damascus) and the pro-government 
militias more than they do the Sunni militia groups. 

Since 2003, and especially since Nouri al-Maliki came to power in 
2006, Sunnis insist the Shia-led government in Iraq has marginalised 
and discriminated against Iraq’s minority Muslim sect. All the available 
evidence indicates that Sunnis will not feel represented in Baghdad 
under al-Maliki’s successor Haider al-Abadi, whose government is still 
dominated by Iranian-funded Shia religious parties.

Then there is the breezy confidence that this mission to degrade and 
destroy IS — to “follow them to the gates of hell,” as Vice-President Joe 
Biden has put it — will be painless and relatively easy. But this task is 
more complicated and potentially more hazardous than many hawks 
appear to realise. Above all else, the US-led coalition needs the prospect 
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of a political solution as well as formidable regional ground forces to 
couple with its air power. Both conditions are seriously lacking. 

The White House view, widely shared by foreign policy analysts, 
is that the authoritarian Maliki was the main obstacle to the creation 
of an inclusive government that would unify Iraq. If only the different 
Shia, Sunni, and Kurdish sects could reconcile their differences, the 
argument goes, the prospects for a genuinely inclusive and viable state 
would increase. But this is foreign policy in service of Rodney King 
and his question during the Los Angeles Riots in 1992: “Can we all get 
along?” Alas, Iraqis can’t all get along, because the hatred, rivalries, and 
vengefulness are so much part of Iraqi religious, sectarian, and tribal 
animosities. 

The West thinks a military attack is a justified response to both 
the mayhem that the IS is inflicting across the region and the creation 
of a potential haven for a new generation of jihadists. Many Sunni 
Iraqis think differently. For them, a US-led campaign may reaffirm the 
potent narrative that Washington tolerates, even facilitates, a violent 
Shia offensive, and that when non-Sunni groups are threatened, it is the 
Americans who act on behalf of the Shia-led government in Baghdad.

Meanwhile, if the Sunnis feel their loss in the post-Saddam Hussein 
era remains absolute, they may decide their only recourse is to tolerate 
or even support Sunni militia groups. To the extent that such attitudes 
prevail, the new military campaign will damage, perhaps irreparably, any 
prospects of a genuinely inclusive government in Baghdad.

There is also a danger that the airstrikes will unite the disparate 
Sunni militia not just against the Iranian-backed Shia-led government 
but the US-led military coalition. Although IS is certainly the most 
brutal and best-organised terrorist group, it is hardly alone in the region. 
According to Jessica Mathews, president of the Washington-based 
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, IS is only one of an almost 
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unaccountable melange of Sunni militant groups. Not to mention the 
tribes of central Iraq, which have a long history of resistance to any 
outside authority. 

Mathews goes on to say that within the forces that have proved so 
powerful in recent months are groups with very real differences, even 
mutual hatred. And although they are fighting on the same side today, 
they won’t be together for long. 

The US-led military campaign, however, could cement their bonds. 
Indeed, it is already clear that the strategy has turned two bitter 
adversaries — IS forces in Syria and the al Qaeda offshoot Jabhat al-Nusra 
Front, who were fighting each other — into allies in a fight against the 
West. Recall, too, that in 2003 leaders of the “Coalition of the Willing” 
claimed to be combating only Saddam’s regime but were shocked to 
find themselves combating virtually the entire Sunni community in Iraq. 
Could that happen again in both Iraq and Syria? 

As for the strategy, there are limits to airpower’s capacity to wipe out 
an irregular force like IS. The jihadists are not running big armoured 
divisions that make inviting targets. Nor are they conveniently parking 
all their equipment in a nice depot for the US to bomb. They can disperse 
or camouflage their trucks with heavy machine guns. 

Even if the intensive bombing campaign identifies them easily, they 
may melt away, much as the Taliban did in Afghanistan. That air campaign 
was seen as wildly successful in 2001, but look at Afghanistan today. 
Ditto Libya a decade later. Three years since the demise of Muammar 
Gaddafi, Libya is in permanent chaos. Sans an effective Coalition ground-
force operation, militia groups have been able to reduce the country to a 
bloody shambles. 
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This suggests that, as General Martin Dempsey, chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff indicated to Congress in September, the Coalition is 
not going to win with air power alone. It also needs powerful regional 
ground forces to, among other things, help offer bribes to and make 
power-sharing deals with local groups, tribes, and sects. The Iraqi army 
is no substitute for US ground troops. The only other two nations that 
are willing and able to commit combat troops to fight IS forces are Syria 
and Iran. Alas, the stated US policy is to topple Damascus and refuse to 
collaborate with Tehran. Neither nation even hosts a US embassy. 

Complicating matters further is the widespread view that the new 
military mission is likely to far outlive the Obama presidency. At this 
stage, the American people overwhelmingly back the mission by more 
than 70 per cent. These numbers are built on a soft sand of support. 
There are already 1,600 US ground troops in Iraq committed to advising 
and training the Iraqi army and intelligence forces. 

“The moment they start returning to America in body bags, or are 
seen being slaughtered in [IS] videos is the moment when the recent 
polling uptick in support for this war will evaporate,” warns Obama 
supporter Frank Rich in New York magazine. “That support is an inch 
deep, and Congress knows it.” That might explain why both Democrats 
and Republicans have failed to debate the war properly in Congress 
before the midterm elections. As Iraq and Afghanistan showed, although 
Americans might be easily aroused to join the battle cry, they lack the 
attention span and staying power to fight indefinitely. And given that 
the Lebanon civil war lasted 15 years, the end will probably be different 
from what we foresee today. Ending evil is a long, hard slog. 

None of this is meant to criticise the US limited air strikes in early August 
to stop a bunch of pre-modern barbarians from slaughtering the Yazidis 
and other minorities in Kurdish areas in early August. It’s just that the 
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enhanced US-led military role that will morph into a more ambitious and 
open-ended conflict could reinforce perceptions among even moderate 
Sunnis that Washington is favouring the Shia, unite Sunnis against other 
sects, and even boost anti-Americanism among Sunni Arabs and recruit 
new numbers of young disillusioned Sunnis to the jihadi cause. 

Ultimately, it’s the regional actors — not just Syria and Iraq but also 
Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates, Jordan, Lebanon, Bahrain, Egypt, 
Turkey, Kuwait, and even Iran — that will contain or defeat IS. The 
more the United States and its Western allies intervene, however, the less 
incentive the locals have to improve their conventional forces and work 
together. 

Remember Washington spent about a decade using military power, 
and military assistance, to try to organise the politics of this ethnically 
and tribally divided medieval society. But the costs in blood, treasure, 
and credibility were not commensurate with the investment. The idea 
that airstrikes, backed with some special forces, can eliminate Sunni 
terrorism is fanciful. Meanwhile, the successful raids against Australian 
Islamist extremists in Sydney and Brisbane show that the best response 
to this threat lies primarily in intelligence, counter-terrorism measures 
and homeland security.

Not so long ago, Barack Obama agreed with the aforementioned 
analysis. As an Illinois legislator in 2002–03, he opposed the invasion of 
Iraq because he believed the strategy of containment had kept Saddam 
in his box. As a presidential candidate in 2007–08, he distinguished 
himself from his primary opponent Hillary Clinton by his opposition to 
the misbegotten venture. As president in 2009, he went to Cairo to call 
for a “new beginning between the United States and Muslims around the 
world.” And when he ran for re-election in 2012, he campaigned on the 
platform that nation building begins at home. 
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During the debate on whether the United States should launch 
air strikes on the Assad regime over its reported use of chemical and 
biological weapons in August 2013, the President warned:

Sometimes what we’ve seen is that folks will call for immediate 
action, jumping into stuff that does not turn out well, gets us 
mired in very difficult situations, can result in us being drawn 
into very expensive, difficult, costly interventions that actually 
breed more resentment in the region.

As recently as August this year, the President cautioned: 

History teaches us of the dangers of overreaching and spreading 
ourselves too thin and trying to go it alone without international 
support, or rushing into military adventures without thinking 
through the consequences.

But the Barack Obama that has now emerged leading the new war 
on terror is a different man from the one announced in the program and 
shown in the previews. Instead of championing the prudence and realism 
of George H.W. Bush, he echoes the Manichaean worldview of George 
W. Bush. 

He is now a war president leading Americans to what the New York 
Times warns will be “another costly and potentially lengthy conflict in 
the Middle East.” It’s a fair bet the new Iraq campaign will damage not 
just Obama’s legacy but US credibility and prestige. Again. n
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The year 2014 was not a progressive one for 
Australia or the United States. Notwithstanding attempts 
by Tony Abbott and Barack Obama to champion paid 
maternity leave programs, neither Canberra nor 
Washington advanced policies that improve equality or 
female participation in the workforce. 

In March, Australian Prime Minister Tony Abbott 
asked: “Why should Australia be one of just two OECD 
countries that does not base paid parental leave on 
peoples’ real wage?” A few months later, President Barack 
Obama declared: “There is only one developed country 
in the world that does not offer paid maternity leave, and 
that is us. And that is not the list you want to be on — 
on your lonesome.”

Neither nation has a mindset suited to the 21st-
century workforce. With policies such as paid parental 
leave in legislative limbo, both Australia and the United 

It’s time to unshackle 
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When it comes to women and the workforce, Australia 
and the United States are trailing the rest of the West 

By Melissa Grah-McIntosh 

ESSAY



Melissa Grah-McIntosh

American 29 Review

ESSAY

States have missed out on huge opportunities to make real change. 
But efforts in both nations to engage more women in their careers are 
inevitable, and will increase economic growth and competitive 
advantage, providing more equality for women in the workforce and 
ultimately pave a pathway for more female leaders across business, 
government, and politics. 

When it comes to parental leave, Australia doesn’t pay enough 
and the United States doesn’t pay at all. In fact, President Obama’s 
21st-century workplace includes no mandatory paid parental leave 
and only 12 weeks of unpaid leave under the Family and Medical 
Leave Act. According to a US Council of Economic Advisors report 
in June, only 60 per cent of employees surveyed can take unpaid leave 
for the birth of a child. It also reported that only 39 per cent could 
take paid family leave of any sort.

This is in a country whose corporate mega-giants recently 
introduced egg-freezing for employees: an employee perk that takes 
the tailoring approach to controversial new levels. Not to let politics 
or even biology get in the way of employee engagement and company 
performance, Facebook started offering the expensive procedure this 
year and Apple will start in January 2015. This latest policy shows 
the extent to which the highly competitive tech industry will go to 
ensure it attracts and retains talented employees. Despite the uproar 
across media, women are taking up the offer. In Time, columnist 
Jessica Bennett asks: “if your boss is offering it up to you for free, 
what do you have to lose?”

Ultimately, the private sector is leading the way in increasing and 
sustaining women’s participation in the workplace. Meanwhile, 
government looks prehistoric. The President leads the only Western 
nation not to have a paid parental leave scheme at all. It’s mind-
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boggling that he has to deal with issues that should belong to a 
different century. 

Faced with a recalcitrant Congress, the President recently granted 
$500,000 to assist states with ideas for paid maternity leave. The 
District of Columbia, Massachusetts, Montana, and Rhode Island 
will share the small pot of funding to develop studies on paid leave. 
In a statement the US Department of Labor said: “The studies will 
inform the development or implementation of paid family and medical 
leave programs at the state level.”

When he returned to the United States from a recent trip to 
Australia for a G20 meeting, US Secretary of Labor Thomas Perez 
said: “After sitting down with my G20 counterparts and learning 
more about their policies relating to work and workplaces, my main 
takeaway is that the United States is distressingly behind the curve on 
paid family leave.” 

Behind the curve? Yes. But as host of an upcoming G20 that set a 
global economic growth target of two per cent  — and even though 
Australia is urging its fellow nations to target a reduction in the 
employment participation gap of 25 per cent by 2025 — Australia 
could also be doing more. Instead it is debating every political reason 
not to pass Tony Abbott’s proposal to implement a new paid parental 
leave policy that would provide a mother with 26 weeks of full pay, 
now with a reduced cap of a total of $50,000. 

Rather than focusing energy on the politics of reordering budget 
priorities, we could be debating opportunities to be innovative and 
forward-looking through the development of tailored programs that 
encourage more women to stay in their careers: more inclusive policies 
that allow women to contribute equally to productivity and growth. 

Start with a 21st-century mindset. An International Labour 
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Organization report on maternity and paternity at work says: 
“Overall, evidence suggests that workers prefer better-paid leave for 
both women and men during shorter periods, followed by family-
friendly working arrangements and quality, affordable childcare 
services responsive to the needs of both working parents and children, 
rather than extended leave periods with little compensation.”

According to the best practice guide put out by the Australian 
Government’s Fairwork Ombudsman, best practice employers have 
in place parental leave policies that are practical, flexible, and tailored 
to the specific circumstances of the business and its employees. Indeed, 
many women in the workforce aren’t completely switching off when 
they have babies. We’re blogging, we’re communicating online, and 
we’re starting businesses. Many of us actually want to stay engaged 
with our career. 

According to the Australian Centre for Entrepreneurship Research, 
based at Queensland University of Technology, Australian women are 
the most entrepreneurial of the world’s developed economies, with 
7.8 per cent of us involved in either setting up a new business or 
owning a newly founded business. The research also found Australia 
is the only developed economy in which men and women are 
participating equally in entrepreneurship. 

It would take the corporate sector and government working 
together to come up with solutions and invest in programs that fit a 

“A policy to sustain workplace 
participation is driving the private 

sector to lead the way.”
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21st-century society. This is a society in which women decide to return 
to their careers after childbirth and use technology to connect, 
network, and pursue further education; where policymakers consider 
men equally, and do not just compensate them for supporting a 
mother for a week or two when she brings a baby home. 

In a recent Boston College survey, of the more than 1,000 men 
surveyed 89 per cent of respondents indicated it was important for 
employers to provide paid paternity or paid parental leave. More men 
sharing the care of their child would allow for a much more equal 
playing field for women who want to advance their careers. 

Analysis undertaken in 2012 by Australia’s Workplace Gender 
Equality Agency shows that women hold only seven CEO positions 
and make up only 9.7 per cent of executive key management positions 
in ASX200 companies. We’re not doing enough to help women on 
maternity leave to re-boot their careers when they want to return to 
work so they can reach the leadership positions they aspire to. We’re 
not being creative enough or innovative enough for a 21st-century 
society. 

Women’s full economic participation would make an important 
contribution to sustainable growth, competitive advantage, and 
global success. As Business Council of Australia President Catherine 
Livingston told the Australia–Israel Chamber of Commerce in July: 
“We need to choose now between a path of purposeful action or a 
path of painful adjustment.” 

And standing right at the fork in this path is 50 per cent of the 
population. It is the participation of women, the policies for women 
and families, the equality of women in society and work, and the 
innovative ideas that make change happen that will help ensure the 
growth of Australia’s economic and competitive future. 
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Although starting from behind, the United States has a great 
opportunity to embrace innovative work practices that allow both 
women and men to get the most out of their careers. Its private 
companies are already doing this at a fast pace. Australia, too, is on 
the cusp of a change that, if the right partnerships are formed and 
choices made, could really make a difference. Both nations should 
pursue a 21st-century society and workforce in which the full and 
equal participation of women is not negotiable. n
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“Where are the women?” The question came 
from Representative Carolyn Maloney, following a 2012 
hearing about a new regulation requiring companies to 
provide health insurance coverage for contraception. Five 
people testified before the House Oversight Committee 
about the impact of the requirement. All five were men. 

In 2014, the issue of contraceptive coverage reached 
the Supreme Court in Burwell v. Hobby Lobby. Perusing 
the opinion handed down by the Court’s conservative 
majority, the question arises again: “Where are the 
women?” They are missing not only from the Court’s 
decision in Hobby Lobby, but from much of the 
jurisprudence coming out of the Court’s latest term. 

When Elena Kagan became an associate justice in 
2010, she made history. Never before had three women 
simultaneously served on the nation’s highest court. Yet 
as the ranks of women jurists grow, women have largely 
disappeared from the consideration of the Court’s 

The missing women 
in the Supreme Court
As the ranks of women jurists grow, women 
have largely disappeared from the consideration 
of the Supreme Court’s conservative majority 
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conservative majority — an erasure with serious consequences for 
women’s social and economic lives.

Burwell v. Hobby Lobby sat at the intersection of an array of 
hot-button political issues. As a challenge to the Women’s Health 
Amendment of the Affordable Care Act, it was part of the right’s 
efforts to weaken Obamacare. As an assertion of religious freedom 
on behalf of for-profit corporations, it was part of the Court’s 
expansion of corporate personhood. And as an attack on contraceptives 
as a moral rather than medical subject, it was part of the ongoing 
battle over women’s reproductive rights and sexual autonomy. It was, 
in essence, the 2012 election replayed within the judicial branch. 

Read the opinion by the Court’s conservative majority, however, 
and you would be surprised to learn the case had anything to do with 
women. Writing for the majority, Justice Samuel Alito lingered not 
over women’s rights but corporations’ souls. The case turned on 
whether, in requiring companies to provide contraceptive coverage 
for their employees, Obamacare had violated the religious freedom of 
those corporations. 

Pause there: “the religious freedom of those corporations.” 

In an opinion steeped in empathy for corporate persons, Alito 
laid out in careful detail the lives of the family who founded Hobby 
Lobby, a chain of arts-and-craft stores, and the family behind 
Conestoga Wood, a second company suing to stop the contraception 
mandate. Framing the question as one of families rather than 
corporations, Alito concluded that asking the corporations to provide 
contraceptive coverage violated the families’ “sincerely held religious 
beliefs,” placing an unnecessary and substantial burden on their free 
exercise of religion, and was thus unconstitutional.
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Corporations are people, my friend: people with freedom of 
speech thanks to 2010’s Citizens United ruling (which curtailed 
campaign finance regulation) and now people with freedom of 
religion, thanks to Hobby Lobby. 

Corporations, then, are people with constitutional rights. But so 
too are actual people. So what happens when their rights come into 
conflict? This is where one would have expected Alito to turn his 
attention to the stakes of striking down the law for women. How 
would a ruling carving out a contraception exception in health care 
affect them and the rights guaranteed in cases stretching back to 
1962’s Griswold v. Connecticut, which guaranteed the right to 
contraceptive access? 

Here Alito’s well of empathy ran dry. In a decision that mentioned 
women only 13 times in 49 pages, Alito offered the legal equivalent 
of a shrug. The government, he wrote, can come up with some other 
way of providing women with contraception coverage. In other 
words: eh, they’ll figure something out. 

Alito created an obstacle to women’s health far more significant 
than finding a plan B for contraceptive coverage, though. In exempting 
contraception from standard health care, the Court’s conservative 
majority ensured it would continue to be treated, in both law and 
practice, as something separate from “real” health care. Alito made 
this explicit in his opinion, when he offered assurances that the 
religious freedom of corporations in this case extended only to 
contraceptives, not real health care issues like vaccines and blood 
transfusions, which may involve “different [read: not woman-specific] 
interests.” 

This was precisely the problem the Women’s Health Amendment 
was meant to remedy, because ghettoising women’s reproductive 
health has measurable economic and health effects for those women. 
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Out-of-pocket health care costs, for instance, are 68 per cent higher 
for women than for men. But again: the conservative majority doesn’t 
have much to say about women and their health. It is not a question 
they care to dwell upon. 

The absence of such a discussion alarmed Justice Ruth Bader 
Ginsburg, who wrote the liberal minority’s dissent. She immediately 
turned her attention to the women affected by the decision: “The 
ability of women to participate equally in the economic and social 
life of the Nation has been facilitated by their ability to control their 
reproductive lives.” This statement, borrowed from a 1992 decision 
on abortion rights, framed Ginsburg’s dissent, which, in stark contrast 
to Alito’s opinion, mentioned women 41 times in just 35 pages. 

With women folded into the discussion, the Hobby Lobby case 
looked quite different. The question of religious liberty was not absent 
but contextualised: accommodations for religious beliefs, Ginsburg 
noted, are limited by their effects on other people. Moreover, Ginsburg 
included a discussion of the public health interests advanced by 
contraception coverage. As a 2011 study from the Brookings 
Institution showed, unintended pregnancies have more adverse health 
risks, including delayed prenatal care, which not only costs taxpayers 
$12 billion a year but hinders women’s educational achievement and 
labour-force participation. And contraceptives provide a range of 
health benefits separate from pregnancy, including cancer prevention 
and hormone regulation.

Yet Ginsburg and the liberal justices were the minority, not the 
majority. Her defense of women’s interests was a rearguard action, 
highlighting but not undoing the majority’s erasure of women from 
its ruling. 

There is one category of women the Court supported this term: 
imaginary ones. 
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At issue were so-called TRAP laws, the Targeted Regulation of 
Abortion Providers. These state laws impose upon abortion clinics a 
series of onerous regulations meant to make abortion unattainable. 
Since the sweeping Republican victories of 2010, legislators have 
passed more than 200 of these TRAP laws. 

This term, in a 5–4 decision, the Court’s conservative majority 
refused to halt a TRAP law in Texas that requires abortion providers 
to have admitting privileges at local hospitals. Because many hospitals 
refuse to extend these privileges to abortion providers, this law 
immediately shut down one third of the abortion clinics in Texas. 
(Another Texas TRAP law that has yet to reach the Supreme Court 
briefly went into effect in October, shutting down all but eight clinics 
in the nation’s second-largest state.) 

Framed as laws protecting women’s health — Alabama’s TRAP 
law is called the “Women’s Health and Safety Act” — such requirements 
do nothing of the sort. The women they purport to protect do not 
exist, because abortion is already a safe, routine procedure. Admitting 
privileges, for instance, have no effect on the care women receive 
when they enter the hospital, which is why both the American Medical 
Association and the American College of Obstetricians and 
Gynecologists oppose admitting-privilege requirements. 

Under the guise of concern for women’s health, Texas now 
requires abortion clinics to meet the strict standards of “ambulatory 
surgery centers,” turning them into mini-hospitals, even if they only 
provide medication abortions. This too is a wholly unnecessary 
regulatory burden. Only 0.1 per cent of women who have abortions 
need emergency care. Even routine procedures like colonoscopies and 
laparoscopies are more dangerous. This statistic prompted Circuit 
Court Judge Richard Posner to ask why abortion clinics were being 
regulated instead of these other facilities. “Why did they start with 
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abortion clinics?” he asked the assistant attorney general defending a 
Wisconsin TRAP law. “Because it begins with the letter ‘A’?” 

The irony — indeed, the cruelty — behind these “women’s health 
and safety” regulations is this: not only do they fail to safeguard 
women’s health, they actively damage it. Women cut off from access 
to legal abortion services in places like Texas’s Rio Grande Valley will 
turn to risky alternatives: travelling to Mexico, seeking illegal 
procedures in the United States, or taking off-label medications, like 
ulcer drugs, to induce abortion. Some states also now require doctors 
to follow the Food and Drug Administration’s 14-year-old regimen 
for medication abortions, rather than the best practices developed 
over time. This not only limits women’s access to medication, rather 
than surgical, abortions, but also makes medication abortions more 
dangerous.

Yet it is not clear that, should the Supreme Court step in, it will 
provide women any relief. Indeed, given the willingness of the Court’s 
conservative majority to ignore women in their rulings, it is troubling 
to contemplate how the Supreme Court would decide the 
constitutionality of TRAP laws.

The last time the Court took up the question of abortion regulation 
was 1992, in the landmark case Planned Parenthood v. Casey. The 
Court at the time had an ideological divide, but one that favoured 
more liberal justices. Casey, a 5–4 decision written by the Court’s 
liberal majority, showed not only the deep ideological fault lines in 
the Court but the conservative bloc’s erasure of women from its 
deliberation. Both the liberal and conservative justices understood 
abortion regulation as a balancing act, with the interests of women 
on one side and the interests of the states on the other. 

Read the liberal majority’s opinion, and both the state and women 
are present throughout. While keeping the interest of the state in 
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mind, the justices showed considerable empathy toward women and 
their political and spiritual autonomy. “The destiny of the woman,” 
the justices insisted, “must be shaped to a large extent on her own 
conception of her spiritual imperatives and her place in society.” 

While the justices allowed for greater regulation of abortion than 
Roe v. Wade, they made clear that “all abortion regulations interfere 
to some degree with a woman’s ability to decide whether to terminate 
her pregnancy.” Even when the justices limited women’s actions, they 
kept women clearly in focus. 

Turn to the conservative dissent, however, and women melt away. 
Announcing that Roe v. Wade, the 1973 decision that made abortion 
legal in the United States, was “wrongly decided” and “should be 
overruled,” Chief Justice William Rehnquist denied that abortion was 
a fundamental right. When women appeared in his dissent, their 
interests were immediately subsumed to others. 

Take the issue of spousal notification, which the liberal majority 
ruled was an “undue burden” on women seeking an abortion. The 
requirement that a woman inform her husband, the majority argued, 
impinged too heavily on her autonomy. The vast majority of married 
women — 95 per cent — already informed their husbands of their 
decisions to abort. The remaining 5 per cent included women who 
had good reason not to inform their husbands. “The women most 
affected by this law — those who most reasonably fear the 
consequences of notifying their husbands that they are pregnant — 
are in the gravest danger.”

But Rehnquist showed little concern for such consequences. He 
admitted a spousal notification would endanger “battered women 
who fear psychological abuse or injury to their children” and women 
whose pregnancy resulted from “unreported spousal sexual assault.” 
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But spousal notification upheld “a husband’s interests in procreation” 
and the state’s interest in marital integrity through “truthful 
communication” and “collaborative decisionmaking.” These rights, 
Rehnquist held, trumped those of the women who would be 
endangered. 

The Casey dissent gives a glimpse of how a conservative majority 
might rule when it comes to TRAP laws. And it is worrying precedent. 
When women and their interests are sidelined or erased from the 
judicial process, their rights are steadily eroded as well. Given the 
willingness of the conservative majority to subsume women’s rights 
to corporate interests in Hobby Lobby, the odds of a ruling that stops 
TRAP laws seem long indeed. 

The most recent session of the Supreme Court had dramatic 
consequences for women’s health and reproduction. Yet a number of 
observers described it as a “quiet” or “not-too-pivotal” term. Which 
is precisely how the Court’s conservative incrementalism works. 
Slowly, quietly, it chips away at women’s reproductive autonomy, 
erasing them from consideration, hoping no one asks where the 
women are. n
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In the final ten days before Scotland voted by 55.3 
per cent to 44.7 per cent to remain a part of the United 
Kingdom it was not only the British government that 
started to feel the stirrings of panic. Europe is littered with 
independence or separatist movements of varying degrees 
of fervour and organisation, and their respective leaders 
were watching Scotland with acute interest. So too were 
the parent governments of the countries containing those 
movements, some of whom, because they have different 
histories and traditions from those of the United Kingdom, 
might have been prepared to handle such a movement 
in their own back yard with distinctly less tolerance and 
forbearance than UK Prime Minister David Cameron and 
his fellow party leaders did in Britain. 

In modern times there have been numerous countries 
shaking off the shackles of control from elsewhere, but 
mostly in the developing world. In Europe there was a 
great convulsion at the end of the Soviet era, when former 
parts of the USSR went their own way, with the Baltic 

Scottish lessons
Scotland provides the independence movements 
in Europe with helpful tips, but not a blueprint 

By Simon Heffer
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States asserting their right to self-determination, Yugoslavia breaking 
up, and, after a trial marriage in the arms of democracy, the Czech 
Republic and Slovakia becoming separate entities. There are no other 
post-war precedents for fracture in Europe, and certainly not in Western 
Europe. For a time Scotland seemed about to set one.

The most serious independence movement in mainland Europe is 
Catalonia, which was preparing, like Scotland, to vote on its future. In 
September the leader of the Catalans, Artur Mas, called a referendum 
for November, which resulted in an immediate announcement by 
Mariano Rajoy, the Spanish prime minister, that the attempt to hold a 
plebiscite would be challenged in Spain’s constitutional court on the 
grounds that it was “anti-democratic.” Such was the ferocity of 
opposition from Madrid, including legal challenges to Catalonia’s right 
to do this, that in October Mas put the plan on hold, saying he would 
find “other ways” to gauge opinion on the question. The discussion is 
postponed, not cancelled.

Catalonia is one of the richest areas of Spain, an increasingly poor 
country that has been hamstrung by its membership in the eurozone 
and the contingent inability to devalue its currency. Were it to leave, 
the economic blow to Spain would be severe, and completely opposite 
in effect to what would have happened had Scotland left the Union 
with England: England subsidises Scotland to the tune of around £17–
£18 billion a year. And the Spanish prime minister is also sensible of 
something felt keenly by the English: that when a minority party of a 
larger country decides to vote on secession, the majority of citizens of 

“Scotland’s bid for independence failed 
for two reasons: questions over its 

currency and the European Union.”
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the existing state don’t get a say. Many English were outraged not to 
have been consulted about the future of Scotland.

Depending on the philosophy of Spain’s constitutional court, many 
Spanish may yet have to cope with not being consulted about the future 
of Catalonia. In the United Kingdom, it was a little as though one party 
to a marriage had elected to file for divorce without bothering to seek 
marriage guidance counselling. At least there, at the last moment, the 
spouses decided to stick together, albeit after a hell of a row.

The Catalans are the biggest and most organised, but far from the 
only, independence movement in Europe. A little to their north-west is 
the Basque country, where for decades a terrorist organisation, ETA, 
sought to secure separatism from Spain. The Basque country spills over 
into France, where the feelings against Paris were far less virulent than 
those towards Madrid were south of the border.

In France itself there is a nasty separatist movement in Corsica, 
nasty because it is a mixture of terrorist and mafia, and the perception 
in mainland France is that it seeks separateness in order to become a 
criminal state. In north-western France, the Bretons seek at least the 
right to use their separate language and to promote their distinct 
culture, but a good part of Brittany has no interest in either and cleaves 
very strongly to Paris. In the 1990s, slogans advocating Breton 
separatism were commonly seen daubed on motorway and railway 
bridges in the region. That stopped for a while, only to have been 
revived in the last year or so; as France undergoes economic trauma, 
the Bretons think romantically of self-government.

Their case is rather like that of the Cornish, a Celtic people with 
whom the Bretons have much in common, and who look at each other 
across the widest part of the English Channel. Cornwall is the last 
county in England before one reaches the Atlantic Ocean, but it has for 
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many years advertised itself as distinct from England. Until a generation 
ago it still had a clutch of Cornish speakers, but the language is now 
virtually dead. In a stunt designed to shore up the Liberal Democrat 
vote in the county, the British government — a coalition between 
Conservatives and Liberal Democrats — earlier this year agreed to 
recognise that Cornwall had the components of a distinct nation, 
something that caused ridicule in most of the rest of the country.

North of Cornwall is the next part of Britain’s Celtic fringe, Wales, 
where hopes were said to be high that if Scotland voted for independence, 
Wales — incorporated into the English state since an Act of Henry VIII 
in 1536, and de facto part of England for two centuries before that — 
could do the same. Scotland didn’t, and Wales doesn’t want to — a poll 
taken shortly after the Scottish referendum showed a mere three per 
cent of Welsh wanted out. 

Off to the west there is Northern Ireland, which, following the 
partition of Ireland in 1922, is something of a special case. Terrorism 
has not gone away there, though it is used today largely to operate a 
drugs industry on both sides of the Protestant–Catholic divide. But 
republicans who dream of reuniting the six counties of Northern 
Ireland with the other 26 also recognise, as does everyone else, that the 
present basket-case economic situation of the Republic effectively rules 
out any chance of that happening.

Back on the European mainland, there are troubles in Belgium, 
which from time to time finds itself unable to form a government 
because of hostilities between Dutch-speaking Flemings in the north 
and French-speaking Walloons in the south. Belgium was invented 
largely by the British as a buffer state following the Napoleonic Wars, 
having previously at different times been part of the Netherlands or, in 
its southern half, part of France.
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If there is international uncertainty now about why it should exist, 
that uncertainty is shared by numerous Belgians. Threats to divide the 
country have come to nothing, but logic would seem to dictate that 
Holland and France should split it between them. The main problems 
are, first, that the predominantly French-speaking capital, Brussels, sits 
in the Flemish part of the country, and, second, that it houses the 
headquarters and parliament of the European Union, which for all its 
talk of a “Europe of the Regions” is not yet prepared to see the countries 
that house those regions shattered to pieces.

In Italy — united only since 1861, so a newer entity than Belgium 
— there remains deep hostility between the sophisticated, rich, 
industrialised North and the Mafia-soaked, peasant, agricultural south. 
The Lega Nord, or Northern League, was active in the 1990s in calls 
for the country to be divided, but is more quiescent today, as Italy pulls 
together to deal with its own euro-inflicted economic crisis. Should the 
country descend further into economic meltdown, the tensions now 
barely below the surface could all too easily erupt.

But what these various movements need to judge is how best to 
succeed in their aims. The support of a majority of people within the 
part that wishes to separate is, if we are playing by democratic rules, 
essential, but it is not all that is required. A country must be able to 
survive economically post-separation, and it must be on good terms 

“A country with no stomach to fight 
and with few men capable of doing 
so was hardly going to be regarded 

as a great catch for NATO.”
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with its neighbours and former parent. In these respects, there are many 
lessons to be drawn from the Scottish experience.

That said, it was notable that the Scottish Nationalists defeated on 
18 September were in many cases alarmingly bad losers. There is not 
only talk of having another plebiscite as soon as a decent interval has 
elapsed — though how long that interval may be is not easy to settle 
— but of more radical action yet. The United Kingdom parliament has 
650 seats, 59 of which are in Scotland. At the last general election, in 
2010, just one of those 59 seats returned a Conservative MP. Luckily, 
there were a handful of Liberal Democrats, so when the coalition was 
formed the new Government could at least boast a small minority of 
MPs in Scotland rather than a singularity. However, the Tory party’s 
fortunes have declined in Scotland even more since 2010, and it is quite 
possible that the party will be left without a single MP in Scotland 
after the next general election, scheduled to be held on 7 May 2015.

Some more militant nationalists are arguing that, if that is so, and 
if the Conservative party should manage to form a United Kingdom 
government, it would have no legitimacy in Scotland, and Scotland 
could make a unilateral declaration of independence (UDI). This 
creation of a Rhodesia of the North would pose some vexing questions 
not just for what was left of Britain, but also for nervous governments 
around Europe who look at their own separatist movements and fear 
that they, too, might kick democracy aside.

The remainder of the United Kingdom would have to decide 
whether it was prepared to coerce Scotland, or accept the fait accompli. 
The country’s experience with Ireland around the time of the Easter 
Rising in 1916 suggests that arresting the leaders of a Scottish 
government post-UDI and sending some sort of militarised police force 
or army of occupation into Edinburgh and Glasgow to restore order 
would have catastrophic consequences — even if the British state had 
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such forces at its disposal which, following excessive defence cuts, it 
does not.

Other European nations, with different nations and different 
cultures, would probably act differently; the idea of France shrugging 
its shoulders at a UDI by Corsica or the Spanish taking on the chin a 
decision by Catalonia to break away is unthinkable.

The great advantage Scotland had in its attempt to secure 
independence — and one not currently being enjoyed by Catalonia — 
was the compliance of the parent state with the local wish to use the 
democratic process to settle the question. That at least obviated 
complaints about the legitimacy of the exercise — the United Kingdom 
government had to give its approval both of the referendum and of the 
question asked in it — even though there was the lingering controversy 
about the failure of the English to be given their say. 

Being allowed to hold your vote without the parent nation arguing 
that it is not lawful, and therefore refusing to recognise its outcome, is 
a fundamental requirement. If it does not happen then the opposition 
of the parent nation may well act a recruiting-sergeant to the separatist 
cause, but it promises a destructive and debilitating fight if the result is 
to separate. Had Scotland voted to go, the rest of the United Kingdom 
was pledged to accept the result.

But even that is not enough. It is widely supposed in the United 
Kingdom that Scotland’s bid failed for two reasons. The first was that 
Alex Salmond, the Scottish first minister, could not answer the question 
that was insistently put to him about what currency Scotland would 
use after separation. He said the pound sterling: but the Bank of 
England, from a neutral standpoint, pointed out that an independence 
in which one could not control the economic policy that affected the 
currency would not be independence at all; and British politicians of 
all parties said such a currency union would not be permitted, because 
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retaining the Bank of England as the lender of last resort would entail 
liabilities for any disasters in the Scottish economy falling on the 
English taxpayer, and would weaken England’s currency. Salmond then 
said he would use the currency anyway, which would have reduced 
Scotland to the status of a Caribbean banana republic using the US 
dollar.

The fact that he had no viable plan of establishing Scotland’s own 
currency suggested he feared, despite his protests to the contrary, that a 
post-independence Scotland would have an economy insufficient to 
command a serious currency of its own. This was exceptionally 
damaging, and should tell other independence movements that they 
need to determine what the currency will be before they announce their 
intention to seek a democratic mandate to break from their parent 
country.

Scotland’s other problem was the European Union. The Scottish 
National Party has since the late 1980s used the mantra “Scotland 
Independent in Europe.” That was meant as a political, and not a 
geographical, statement. However, Europe — in the person of José 
Manuel Barroso, the president of the European Commission, which 
regulates the EU — told Salmond that if Scotland seceded from the 
United Kingdom it would have to apply ab initio for membership of 
the EU, a process that might have taken four years. Salmond’s response, 
as with the currency question, was one of contradiction, which, since 
he was contradicting the ultimate authority, was a remarkably 
unconvincing posture.

Had Scotland been suddenly outside the EU it would have raised 
all sorts of problems for the independent state — including having to 
endure border controls with England, the question of Scots nationals 
working illegally in other European countries, and EU nationals 
suddenly finding themselves working illegally in Scotland. It might also 
have had to commit, if did eventually join the EU, to joining the euro 
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currency zone, an utterly toxic prospect for small economies and 
unthinkable to Scots who have seen what the effects of euro membership 
have been on Ireland, Greece, Portugal, and other such countries. And 
existing trading arrangements with the EU would have been ended, 
with a possible disaster ensuing for big exporters such as the Scotch 
whisky industry.

So the second big lesson for any potential separatists is that if your 
parent country is part of any international organisation, and you 
consider yourself to be a beneficiary of that membership, make sure 
you can join it yourself quickly before you leave. For Scotland, the 
problem wasn’t only with the EU: it was also with NATO. 

Salmond had promised a nuclear-free pacifist state, and opinion 
canvassed among Scottish soldiers serving in the UK armed forces 
showed that most of them would far rather stay in an English army, 
where they could have proper careers, than in a Scottish one where 
they would not. A country with no stomach to fight and with few men 
capable of doing so — not to mention without any obvious military 
hardware — was hardly going to be regarded as a great catch.

One of the other great uncertainties, never resolved in the Scotland–
England debate, was how assets were going to be divided up. Salmond 
was also foolish to tell the English that unless he got a currency union 
he was not going to repay his share of the UK national debt. He forgot 
that it is not just the English, but the international markets, that he has 
to worry about. To begin life as an independent nation with a default 
to your main creditor does not give much hope to others, and is hardly 
an encouragement to new lenders.

So the third great lesson is to be aware of and to admit your 
liabilities, and give your own people and the rest of the world watertight 
assurances that you will be able to meet them.
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The Scottish bid — which several world leaders including US 
President Barack Obama opposed — failed in the end because too few 
of Salmond’s voters believed his assertions that Scotland could cope 
alone. It is not for nothing that the Scots are stereotyped as “canny,” 
and they were canny enough to realise that without a stream of English 
money, and the political infrastructure that goes with being part of a 
substantial nation, they would come seriously unstuck. Once the IMF 
had to be brought in, or Scotland had to substitute being a colony of 
England to being a colony of the EU, its independence would be 
worthless.

That is not to say that many of us will never live to see an 
independent Scotland. Whether by UDI, or another referendum, the 
matter is not settled yet. The fourth big lesson to other movements is 
that if you lose, lose well — not just in terms of numbers, but in terms 
of spirit. The acrimony coming out of Scotland now makes the 
nationalists seem bad losers, which, on top of the bullying and 
intimidation that were widely reported from the Yes camp during the 
campaign, is extremely counter-productive. If you fear you might lose, 
lose graciously, the better to make your case for a new plebiscite a few 
years hence, and not to alienate those who would facilitate it for you.

Fundamentally, however, one point cannot be stressed too much. 
The Scottish referendum was dealt with in a very British, casual, do-
what-you-will way. It was perhaps too casual, hence the shock and 
convulsions when an opinion poll ten days before the vote showed the 
separatists leading, triggering panic. In other European countries where 
separatism is an issue, the attitude of the parent government is anything 
but casual. Scotland provides the movements in those countries with 
helpful tips, but not with a blueprint. n
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Qatar is a good place to think about migration. Thanks to a combination 
of a tiny indigenous population and the vast drawing power of Qatar’s 
gas wealth, some 75 per cent of the emirate’s population is now foreign-
born (including me) – the highest proportion of any country in the world.

Such a demographic shift might have been predicted to bring political 
upheaval, a ferocious backlash on the part of the indigenous population 
as it saw its society being swamped, its culture transformed, and its 
political dominance destroyed, and conflicts that would ruin the country.

Migration and the example of Qatar
The lessons of this Gulf State’s tough 
but justifiable immigration policies
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The single most important factor preventing this has been the sheer 
amount of wealth derived from gas, which both provides well-paid jobs 
to the migrants and is distributed in such a way as to reconcile the entire 
native Qatari population to the situation.

But the demographic transformation has also been managed by a 
number of clear and ruthless rules. There is no question of citizenship 
for us migrants, or indeed of any political rights whatsoever. Migrants 
do have legal protections, but in practice these are highly dependent on 
the nature of their job — a situation that has led to numerous abuses.

This denial of rights is made easier to maintain by the fact that 
Qatar is an autocracy in which, formally speaking, the native population 
has no democratic rights either — though in practice and in accordance 
with tradition, the government is very careful to maintain high levels of 
consultation with indigenous Qatari society. Since no one pays income 
tax, the principle of “no taxation without representation” does not apply.

Since we migrants have come in order to earn money through work, 
our right of residency is entirely tied to our work. Our ability to bring 
in spouses and children is limited to certain professions and levels of 
income. There is no right whatsoever to bring in other relatives through 
“family reunification.” There is no right of political asylum. Individual 
cases are granted at the discretion of government. As far as cultural and 
religious norms are concerned, Qatar is far less repressive than Saudi 
Arabia, but it does insist that everyone defers to its traditions in terms of 
public behaviour.

And while harsh, these rules are on the whole necessary if the tiny 
population of Qatar is to go on admitting huge numbers of migrant 
labourers without conflict. As the government has admitted under 
pressure from international human rights and labour organisations, it 
does need to do more to guarantee certain basic legal protections — 
though not political ones — for its unskilled migrant workers. I am 
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grateful to the state of Qatar for the ability to come here, and will obey 
its laws and its public norms of behaviour, but like the overwhelming 
majority of my fellow migrants, I am not attached to Qatar by history, 
culture, religion, or heredity, and it is very unlikely that I shall become 
so. It would therefore be ludicrous for me to claim citizenship or a right 
of permanent residence in this country. 

By the same token, the Qatari state on its side has no right to demand 
from us migrants what in ancient Greece and Rome and until recently 
in the modern West was the essential price of democratic citizenship: a 
readiness, if called upon, to serve in arms and, if necessary, die for the 
country of which you were a citizen. To ask this, Qatar would have to 
hire me as a mercenary soldier. I’d certainly look at such an offer — 
there were mercenaries on both sides of my family in previous ages — 
but there are probably more suitable candidates for this job. 

These Qatari rules may be ruthless, but they have a moral as well as a 
political and economic basis. Contemporary Western states, by contrast, 
have fallen into a state of utter confusion on the subject of immigration, 
in part because of economic, social, and cultural developments that have 
destroyed the frameworks by which the great waves of 19th and early 
20th century migrants were integrated. Notions of citizenship have been 
divorced from those of duty and notions of community and society from 
those of culture. Meanwhile, the globalised economy and its attendant 
ideology have stripped states — in perception, if not necessarily and 
completely in reality — of the ability to think seriously about creating 
economies that will serve national aims rather than those of the “market”. 

If it is true that no Western state yet approaches 75 per cent of its 
population in terms of migrant origin, the last British census showed 
that 37 per cent of the population of London were not born in the 
United Kingdom. Half of the foreign-born residents arrived in just the 
ten years before the census, from 2001 to 2011. Only 44 per cent of the 
population are now whites of British origin. This shift was largely due to 
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migration from Eastern Europe following its admission to the European 
Union, but over recent decades older immigrant populations from the 
Commonwealth have also risen steeply and continuously. 

Between 2001 and 2010 the Muslim population in Britain increased 
at a rate almost ten times faster than that of the rest of the population. 
According to the censuses, in 1981 Muslims made up 1.11 per cent of the 
population, in 1991 1.86 per cent, in 2001 3.07 per cent, in 2011 4.80 per 
cent. The particularly steep rise since the late 1990s is partly due to the 
Blair government’s extension of opportunities for “family reunification,” 
as a move to retain the Muslim vote in Labour constituencies. Other 
European countries are proceeding along the same path. 

And at least as far as large sections of the Muslim immigrant 
populations in the West are concerned, it is now absolutely clear that a 
presence of more than half a century has not brought about successful 
integration into Western societies. Why? Because the Western industrial 
economies, and the local societies and cultures which they underpinned, 
which provided the attraction basis for the initial waves of migration, 
have long since ceased to exist. 

In the northern English mill towns where the forefathers of most of 
the Pakistani population moved to work, there is now barely a single mill. 
With the factories have gone the entire infrastructure of local working 
class life, which played such a critical role in integrating previous waves 
of immigrants. The result is all too often a local white society into 
which no sensible and decent person would wish to integrate, even if the 
opportunity to do so were available. Meanwhile the combination of the 
rise of Islamist extremist groups and Western policy in the Middle East 
is offering to alienated Muslim youth a terrifying means of expressing 
their anger and frustration.

Put the following stories together: the British census results; the vastly 
increased numbers of mostly Muslim illegal migrants trying to cross the 
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Mediterranean into Europe, partly as a result of our destruction of the 
Syrian state; the support of Britain, France, and Australia for US airstrikes 
against the Islamic State terrorists; the departure of hundreds of Islamist 
volunteers from immigrant populations in Western Europe to fight for 
the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, even after that force began to murder 
Western hostages; reports of possible terrorist attacks by these fighters 
when they return home; the massive sexual abuse scandal involving men 
of Pakistani origin in Rotherham and other towns in Northern England; 
the steep rise in the vote for far-right anti-immigrant parties not just in 
France but in supposed havens of social democracy like Sweden; and 
the surge in support for the UK Independence Party to 26 per cent, with 
polls showing that the biggest reason by far is anxiety over immigration.

This combination forms a pattern that may very well end a few 
decades down the line with the death of western European democracy, 
brought about by a combination of growing Muslim numbers, continued 
Muslim social and cultural alienation, growing Muslim anger at Western 
policy in the Middle East, terrorist incidents, and backlash from the 
indigenous white populations.

Right and left are equally guilty here. Lost in an impenetrable fog of 
fatuously optimistic fairy stories, the left cannot think seriously about 
the need to reduce migrant flows or about issues of social integration, 
national loyalty, and the duties as opposed to the rights of citizenship. 
The right, for its part, cannot think seriously about the state-led economic 
policies and the restrictions on free market capitalism which are needed 
if there is to be any hope of restoring the economic basis for successful 
integration. The right also cannot think seriously — indeed, often seems 
incapable of thinking at all — about human-generated climate change, 
which poses both the greatest threat to our civilisation and the greatest 
opportunity for a new industrial revolution.

Nor can the right think about the adjustments in foreign policy which 
will have to be made if we are not to go on infuriating a growing part of 
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our own populations. The Australian, French, and British contributions 
to the US air campaign against the Islamic State are absolutely 
symptomatic in this regard. They are so pitifully small that they can have 
no effect whatsoever either on the campaign itself or on the alliances 
with the United States. If Washington continues these alliances, it will 
not be because of these ridiculous efforts but for very good US strategic 
reasons. At the same time, however, the British, French, and Australian 
actions are quite enough to infuriate large sections of their own Muslim 
populations, and push the wilder elements further towards militancy.

The contrast between this military effort and the extent of the 
challenge posed by migration to our own societies verges on the surreal. 
This challenge is so great that the measures that need to be taken to 
address it, in terms of state effort, economic commitment, and the 
rethinking of basic attitudes, approach those of wartime — and serious 
war, not our recent comic opera performances.

The general lines of policy would have to include much tougher 
controls on immigration, with political asylum and family reunification 
formally abandoned and spending diverted from the military to 
strengthening border controls; extreme caution concerning any further 
military actions in the Muslim world, with counter-terrorism strategy 
concentrated instead on securing our own borders; and comprehensive 
plans for national integration, involving both cultural programs 
comparable to the great nation-building exercises of the late 19th century, 
and new economic strategies which would have to begin to compare to 
those of wartime, intended to regenerate the depressed post-industrial 
areas where migrants congregate

None of this is likely. Indeed, it may not be possible at all. But nor do 
I think we can simply drift along as we have been doing without risking 
our own destruction as democratic societies. n
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The economic history of the American Midwest is repeating itself. No 
one knows if the region’s social and political history will do the same. 

Once, the Midwest lived on farming. Midwestern farms not only fed 
the nation. In days long gone, they provided more than half of the farm 
belt jobs. 

Agriculture remains a key to the Midwestern economy. These days, 
its vast farms help feed the world. Agribusinesses such as Cargill and 
Archer Daniels Midland are among the nation’s biggest firms. Exports, 

Back from the brink
Most Midwesterners think that manufacturing 
has gone away — to the Sun Belt or Mexico 

or China. It hasn’t.
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mostly corn and soybeans, flow from the region’s farms to distant 
markets. 

But this doesn’t produce many jobs. Fewer than 2 per cent of the 
American workforce is employed on farms. Over the years, technology 
has enabled the individual farmer to run ever-bigger spreads, with little 
or no help. If the Midwest had relied on agriculture to provide its jobs 
over the last century, it would be a much emptier place today. 

Fortunately, it didn’t have to. Manufacturing took up the slack, 
and then some. The Midwest became the industrial heart of the nation, 
creating factory towns big and small. Farm boys who lost their jobs 
to technological progress found that they could get better ones in the 
factories of the cities. Manufacturing employment boomed and so did 
the factory towns. 

And then it stopped. Technology wasn’t the only reason, but it was 
a big one. As on farms, technology enabled one worker to do the work 
of many. Factories once employed 32 per cent of the American non-farm 
workforce. Today, it’s 9 per cent, and certain to keep falling. 

But manufacturing itself isn’t declining. In output, as in employment, 
it’s the new agriculture. As jobs have vanished, manufacturing has 
boomed. It produces more now than ever before, and exports much 
more. 

Manufacturing and agriculture remain the twin pillars of the 
Midwestern economy. But they don’t create many jobs. These facts make 
it hard to think about the economy, and where it goes from here. For 
instance: 

 » Because the Midwest’s two leading industries account for some 
10 per cent of its jobs, the region’s economic survival depends on 
other industries creating the jobs that no longer exist on farms 
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and in factories. But those industries are nowhere in sight. 

 » But farming and manufacturing remain vital to the region’s 
economy, not least in export earnings. Many of the remaining 
jobs in the two industries are good ones. But as their employment 
shrinks, so does the political support that both need to thrive in 
the future. 

Chicago, in particular, used to be called the “City of the Big 
Shoulders,” so dubbed by Carl Sandburg in a poem describing it as “Tool 
Maker, Stacker of Wheat/Player with Railroads and the Nation’s Freight 
Handler.” Chicago is a global city now, officially post-industrial. For 
most Chicagoans, Sandburg’s imagery is nothing but nostalgia in rhyme. 
They’d be surprised to know how much of it remains true. 

Even with its diminished jobs base, manufacturing payrolls put $6.4 
billion annually into Chicago pockets, the metro region’s second biggest 
source of incomes, outranked only by the “professional, scientific and 
technical” category, which provides jobs largely for college graduates. 
Overall, manufacturing adds $53.9 billion annually to the city’s gross 
products; transportation and logistics, which involves largely shipping 
these manufactured goods to the world, brings in another $17 billion. 

There is some sign of a bump in factory employment, but it’s 
probably minor and temporary. The Midwest has lost one-third of its 
manufacturing jobs in the past 12 years, many of them in the Great 
Recession, and the slight recovery going on now was to be expected. In 
addition, there is evidence of some reshoring of industry from Asia and 
Latin America. But much of this reshoring is creating work for robots, 
not people: indeed, these industries are returning because technology 
eliminates the cost disadvantage that sent them overseas in the first place.

There is more to the decline of industrial employment than 
technology, of course. Globalisation and the growth in world trade have 
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much to do with it. So does the early flight of Midwestern industry to the 
Sun Belt to escape northern trade unions. Soon after came the invasion 
of Japanese auto, steel, and radio-television firms. China’s arrival on the 
world industrial scene in the 1980s was only one nail in the Midwestern 
coffin. 

Like so much else, Midwestern manufacturing employment peaked 
in 1979. The stagnation of median wages in the United States dates from 
the same year. So does the nation’s growing inequality in incomes and 
wealth. Coincidence isn’t causation, but the mass employment created 
by postwar industry did create the relatively well-paid blue collar middle 
class that has since all but disappeared. 

All this puts Chicago and the Midwest in somewhat the same 
position as an oil-rich OPEC nation. The region churns out valuable 
food and products, but employs relatively few people to do it. Like many 
oil nations, the Midwest is rich but its people aren’t. 

Hope, like corn, springs eternal on the fringes of this scene. Bioscience 
and biotechnology, the offshoot of the plants and animals that the region 
produces so well, is a promising future industry, but so far creates relatively 
few jobs. New government-sponsored manufacturing laboratories in 
Chicago and other old industrial cities promise innovations in advanced 
manufacturing, including digital manufacturing.

But these factories seem likely to create a few specialised and highly-
paid jobs, nowhere near enough to replace the huge number of routine 

“The Midwest today makes more 
manufactured goods than it ever did 

and exports vastly more.”
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assembly-line jobs that have been lost. The social and political cost has 
been terrific in the factory towns that depended on these jobs, just as it 
was in the farm towns after most of the farm jobs left. n
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Few figures have played a more 
prominent role in modern American 
foreign policy than Henry Kissinger. As 
national security advisor and secretary 
of state, Kissinger, together with Richard 
Nixon, prosecuted the Vietnam War, 
established official relations with China, 
rescued Israel with arms supplies during 
the Yom Kippur War, and pursued a 
détente policy and arms-control 
agreements with the Soviet Union. Since 
then he has become, in the tradition of 
Dean Acheson, a wise man who is 
regularly consulted for his counsel by 
foreign leaders and American presidents 
alike.

At the same time, Kissinger’s 
prodigious output of essays and books on foreign relations has not 
slowed. Ever since he stepped down from high office, he has written 
not only several memoirs, but also a number of histories that are 
concerned as much with the present as the past. Kissinger takes an old-
fashioned approach, which is to say that he seeks to explore historical 
events to discover guidelines and lessons for contemporary practitioners 

The 91-year-old former secretary of state delivers an impressive 
coda to a career that has had more than its share of distinction

Kissingerian realism
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of diplomacy, a term that itself has come to have a somewhat 
antediluvian ring to it.

Throughout, Kissinger has been preoccupied by the theme of 
realpolitik in foreign policy — the belief that a nation must identify 
and act upon its interests rather than indulge in emotionally satisfying 
but politically stultifying moral crusades.

It is this conviction that has also earned Kissinger a good deal of 
enmity both on the left and the right. A minor industry has developed 
over the past decades devoted to chronicling and exposing Kissinger’s 
alleged lapses. 

On the left Kissinger has long been seen as ruthless and amoral, a 
corrupter of American innocence. This theme was advanced by Seymour 
Hersh in The Price of Power and was most recently rehearsed by 
Princeton University professor Gary J. Bass in The Blood Telegram. 

On the right Kissinger has also been decried — as an appeaser 
during the 1970s who failed to appreciate that the United States had to 
aim for victory over the Soviet Union. Kissinger was a long-time advisor 
to Nelson Rockefeller, and, as a member of the Eastern establishment, 
he was viewed with deep suspicion by the more elemental parts of the 
Republican base. The buccaneering spirit of Ronald Reagan was more 
to their liking than the cautious, pragmatic realpolitik espoused by 
Kissinger.

But today the Republican Party faces something of a split over 
foreign policy. The neoconservatives first tasted public office under 
Reagan, then enjoyed more prominent positions under George W. Bush. 
They suffered a brutal buffeting during the Iraq War, when their 
reputations came into disrepute. Since then, they have sought to restore 
their footing in the GOP, which they have largely been able to do, 
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thanks to Vladimir Putin’s revanchism in Ukraine, together with the 
rise of the Islamic State in the Middle East. But at the same time, Senator 
Rand Paul, a likely candidate for the Republican presidential nomination 
in 2016, is offering a divergent approach, one based more closely on 
the kind of traditional principles advanced by realist thinkers.

Kissinger’s new book World Order thus arrives opportunely. In it 
he returns to the concern that animated his PhD dissertation at Harvard 
University and first book A World Restored, in which he scrutinised 
the attempt of Austrian chancellor Klemens von Metternich, British 
foreign secretary Viscount Castlereagh, and French diplomat Charles 
Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord to create a stable and lasting European 
order. He now focuses on the effort to establish equilibrium among the 
great powers since the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648. The precepts of 
Westphalia — most notably the decision that each state was assigned 
sovereign power over its own territory — are ones that Kissinger 
believes can be deployed to construct a world order today. His vision is 
a direct rebuff to the Wilsonian belief, propagated by his neo-
conservative and liberal hawk detractors, that American power alone 
can construct a liberal and democratic order around the globe. Instead, 
Kissinger pleads for a kind of multicultural tolerance when it comes to 
international relations. 

In Kissinger’s view, though Westphalia has often been maligned as 
a system of cynical power manipulation, its structure really represented 
an effort to establish order on the basis of clearly defined rules and 
limits. “Limited wars over calculable issues,” he writes, “would replace 
the era of contending universalisms, with its forced expulsions and 
conversions and general war consuming civilian populations.”

Still, a mighty challenge to this system came in the form of the 
French revolution, one that Kissinger deems “a new concept of 
reordering that had not been seen in Europe since the end of the 
religious wars.” Kissinger singles out Rousseau as the intellectual 
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progenitor of the revolutionaries, a thinker who condemned existing 
institutions such as property, religion, and civil society as a snare and 
delusion. He believes that Rousseau’s theories prefigured the rise of the 
modern totalitarian states in which the “popular will ratifies decisions 
that have already been announced in staged mass demonstrations.” 

In France the revolutionaries saw monarchies as enemies and were 
convinced that they, and they alone, could create an international 
crusading movement that would create world peace. The era of total 
war had arrived. “The concept of an international order with prescribed 
limits of state actions,” we are told, “was overthrown in favor of a 
permanent revolution that knew only total victor or defeat.” 

At the Congress of Vienna in 1815, the crowned heads of Europe 
sought to re-establish the old order in new form. This was a great time 
to be a diplomat. It took close to a week for a message to be conveyed 
from Vienna to Berlin. The diplomats had a great deal of leeway and 
freedom to improvise. Kissinger’s nostalgia for the era is clear. The 
Quadruple Alliance of Britain, Prussia, Austria, and Russia was formed. 
As Kissinger sees it, the Congress came closest to producing a form of 
universal governance that Europe has ever enjoyed, at least since the 
formation of the Carolingian empire.

How precisely was it possible to calibrate the equilibrium so 
beloved of Kissinger? As Kissinger acknowledges, there was a rather 
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large fly in the geopolitical ointment in the form of nineteenth century 
nationalism. Consider the Habsburg Empire. Its multifarious 
nationalities became increasingly restive as “linguistic nationalisms 
made traditional empires — especially the Austro-Hungarian Empire 
— vulnerable to internal pressure as well as to the resentments of 
neighbors claiming national links with subjects of the empire.” 
Metternich, whom Kissinger reveres, attempted to suppress, as far as 
possible, the warring antagonisms. He was a conservative. Bismarck 
was not; he was a radical conservative who attempted to harness 
nationalism in the service of constructing a new German empire, which 
he did. 

Bismarck launched, by hook or by crook, three successive wars to 
unite the squabbling German states and fiefdoms, defeating Denmark, 
Austria, and France. He knew his limits and did not want to annex 
Alsace–Lorraine but lost that battle to the generals. He also established 
the Reinsurance Treaty with Russia, which Kaiser Wilhelm later allowed 
to lapse, a blunder that helped lead to the Great War that dissolved the 
House of Hohenzollern. Kissinger perceptively notes that, after 
Bismarck’s rise, the European order was now based on a Darwinian 
model of the survival of the fittest. The results were on display in the 
First and Second World Wars.

European diplomacy is familiar terrain for Kissinger, and he has 
spent much of his career fending off the charge that he sought to import 
an alien tradition of realpolitik into the American political system. In 
assessing the United States and its concept of order, Kissinger makes a 
number of telling remarks. He draws a sharp distinction between 
Europe, where the Westphalian system was founded on sequestering 
moral absolutes from political endeavours, with America, where a 
“proselytizing spirit was infused with an ingrained distrust of 
established institutions and hierarchies.” Not surprisingly, Kissinger 
reserves some of his most acidulous remarks for Woodrow Wilson, the 
first American president to articulate a program for the renewal of the 
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entire world by transcending not only narrow national interests, but 
warfare itself. 

By contrast, Kissinger lauds Richard Nixon as offering a radically 
different conception — though Nixon himself was a staunch admirer 
of Wilson. In a penetrating aside, he observes that Nixon’s solitary 
nature meant that, in contrast to many of his coevals, he had plenty of 
time to read about foreign affairs — a “combination that made him the 
best prepared incoming president on foreign policy since Theodore 
Roosevelt.” Similarly, Kissinger hails Gerald Ford, who he argues 
related power to principle in completing the first agreement between 
Israel and Egypt over disengagement from the Sinai and in supporting 
majority rule in South Africa.

Kissinger is reluctant to criticise any American president too overtly. 
Even George W. Bush gets something of a pass. On the shemozzle in 
Iraq, the most Kissinger will comment is: “what was distinctive — and, 
in a sense, traditionally American — about the military effort in Iraq 
was the decision to cast the overthrow of Saddam Hussein as an aspect 
of a project to spread freedom and democracy.” The whiff of disdain is 
unmistakable. 

A good case could also be made that the ascription of noble virtues 
to American interventions abroad is, more often than not, something 
of a pious smokescreen. Few American presidents act upon the 
supposition that they are simply or merely representing the aspirations 
of humanity. The venture in Iraq, after all, was initially pitched as an 
effort to denude the country of its weapons of mass destruction. Only 
after those weapons turned out to be fictitious was the democracy line 
firmly advanced by the neo-cons and their liberal hawk fellow travellers.

America will probably always operate on a queasy mix of principle 
and opportunism. Kissinger himself concedes that America cannot 
operate solely on realist principles. In his words, “It may turn out — 
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for America and the rest of the world — that if America cannot act in 
both modes, it will not be able to fulfil either.” The real danger for the 
rest of the world may be if it doesn’t. 

Kissinger’s new book does not offer a prescription for restoring 
world order, but it does provide a mode of thinking that can help bring 
it about. It provides an impressive coda to a career that has had more 
than its share of distinction. n
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Nothing underscores the peculiarities of 
the debate over the Russia–Ukraine 
conflict better than John Mearsheimer’s 
piece in Foreign Affairs,“Why the 
Ukraine Crisis Is the West’s Fault,” and 
the rebuttals to it in the current issue by 
former US ambassadors Michael 
McFaul and Stephen Sestanovich. 

“The taproot of the trouble,” writes Mearsheimer, “is NATO 
enlargement … the [European Union’s] expansion eastward and the 
West’s backing of the pro-democracy movement in Ukraine.” 
Mearsheimer, a distinguished professor of international relations at the 
University of Chicago, levels “most of the responsibility for the crisis” 
on the West. Washington and Brussels, he argues, sought to decouple 
Russia from a fraternal country that has long been seen as part of 
Russia’s sphere of influence. 

Michael McFaul rejects this thesis, saying that the only constant 
that led to this crisis is Russian politics, which includes recent America-
bashing by Putin and his cronies. At the same time, Steve Sestanovich 
asserts that Russia is fundamentally aggressive — a notion belied in 
part by McFaul’s account of the bilateral progress that was made 
during the “reset” years when the West prioritised improving relations 
with Russia.

The debate over the Russia–Ukraine crisis has its genesis 
in the arguments over NATO expansion in the 1990s

Perils of cornering Russia 

John Mearsheimer
“Why the Ukraine Crisis is the 
West’s Fault” 
Foreign Affairs, Sep/Oct 2014

Response by Michael McFaul, Stephen 
Sestanovich, and John Mearsheimer
“Faulty Powers”
Foreign Affairs, Nov/Dec 2014
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I find myself agreeing and disagreeing with both the realist and 
liberal schools of thought, though Mearsheimer’s thesis comes closest 
to the point. The truth about Russia is simple: it is a country that yearns 
for security. It is also a deeply proud place; its people crave respect and 
desire acknowledgment for what they have accomplished. This drives 
much of their internal and external relations. Seen through this lens, it 
explains a lot about Russia’s seemingly contradictory behaviour 
towards the West since the end of the Cold War about a quarter century 
ago. It also explains the reasons why Western policy toward Russia has 
failed to meet our own objectives.

All three of these experts are right to reprise the past. Today’s 
conflict between Russia and Ukraine has its origins in the West’s post–
Cold War strategy.

The stated objective after the Cold War was to create a “Europe 
whole and free” — principally through NATO. As laudatory as this 
goal might have been, the corresponding policy had at least one fatal 
flaw. The Russians consider themselves European. Most of the 
population lives west of the Ural Mountains, and Russian intellectual 
thought and artistic expression have been a touchstone of Western 
culture for centuries. The Russians are immensely proud of this — 
along with the indispensible role they played in the Allied victory over 
Nazism during the Second World War. Yet, even after the decision had 
been made to use NATO enlargement as the key mechanism for 
European security, there was no serious talk of working towards the 
goal of inviting Russia to eventually join NATO or the European Union. 
Moscow was essentially shut out. 

Rather than some well-thought-through strategy, the response of 
the US and its allies at that time was the result of bureaucratic inertia, 
vehement disagreement on what to do next, a paucity of fresh ideas, 
and the arrival of a generation of people to power who were oriented 
towards politics rather than strategy. Instead of crafting a new security 
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framework, the United States doubled down on a Cold War era 
institution, NATO, and used a set of criteria that, since the Bucharest 
NATO summit in 1994, has been increasingly watered down to 
accommodate evolving contemporary political appetites.

At the same time, the foundation of the new European project was 
based on, at best, a misunderstanding and, at worst, a breach of trust.

Not long after Hungary, Poland, and the Czech Republic were 
admitted to NATO in the late 1990s, I had the opportunity to talk 
directly to former Soviet president Mikhail Gorbachev about NATO 
expansion. He told me that, during the talks that were held on German 
unification after the fall of the Berlin Wall, he had been verbally assured 
by “his friend Jim” — then–Secretary of State Baker — that no NATO 
military forces would expand into East Germany. But, Gorbachev 
added, he didn’t think to have this put into writing. The Warsaw Pact 
was still in place and it didn’t occur to him, he said, that the alliance 
would move beyond its new mission of securing a unified Germany in 
the Western alliance. 

“I was swindled,” Gorbachev told me ruefully. “I thought we had a 
deal. If I had known what would happen I would have never agreed to 
the unification of Germany.” Gorbachev’s deeply held feelings may 
account for his vocal support today of Vladimir Putin’s policies with 
respect to Ukraine and Crimea.

For many grand strategists, the end of the Cold War and the 
eventual collapse of the Soviet system called for new creative solutions. 
Russia, however, was treated as the outsider. It was an odd, prejudicial 
development, considering the fact that it was Gorbachev’s perestroika 
and glasnost that inspired those Eastern Europeans who wanted change. 
It was also the Russians who kicked the communists out of power in 
Moscow and led the movement, under Boris Yeltsin, for the peaceful 
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disintegration of the USSR. Dismissing these facts to the detriment of 
Russia was a fateful decision. 

The Clinton administration wanted a fast and easy way to integrate 
and strengthen the former Soviet satellite countries, without waiting 
for the EU to come forward. If making military arrangements with 
countries once in Russia’s orbit prompted Russian protests, no big deal. 
As one NATO enlargement advocate told a group of us: “Russia will 
just have to get used to it.”

The older generation of national security experts, who had played 
significant roles in shepherding us through the perilous years of the 
Cold War, thought differently.

General Andrew Goodpaster, the former Supreme Commander of 
NATO forces, had helped develop the concept of Partnership for Peace 
in the early Clinton years. He believed it was a sound idea that was 
already helping to engage the militaries of the former Soviet bloc. This 
would give the West time to tackle the most important issue of all, he 
thought, helping to develop the economies of the newly emerging 
democracies of the former Warsaw Pact.

Paul Nitze, Reagan arms control negotiator and Cold War hawk, 
also opposed NATO expansion. He thought that a new strategic 
approach needed to be found rather than the enlargement of NATO’s 
already sizable military bureaucracy. 
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As Mearsheimer reminds us, George Kennan, the “architect of 
containment” wrote that expanding NATO would sow the seeds of 
later confrontation with Russia. Even Reagan hardliner and Harvard 
professor of Russian studies Richard Pipes signed an open letter 
warning the US administration of possible negative outcomes from 
NATO expansion, many of which have come to pass.

For their generation, the strategic objective after the Cold War was 
not dissimilar to the challenge faced after World War II: to settle the 
Russian (or German) question in a way that would assure that such a 
confrontation would never happen again. To their way of thinking, the 
countries of Eastern Europe and countries of the former Soviet Union 
would never be secure until Russia itself felt secure — and successfully 
integrated into the Western community. West Germany’s peaceful 
renaissance after World War II demonstrated that nothing in history is 
inevitable. 

By the mid-1990s, however, America’s old wise men were far from 
power. A different generation was in the White House. President Clinton 
looked at most of the challenges facing the United States through the 
lens of national politics. In Detroit, two weeks before the 1996 election, 
and in front of an audience of Americans of Eastern European descent, 
he made the announcement that NATO would be offering its first 
invitations for membership. In his speech he emphasised that the 
accessions should be completed in time for the 50th anniversary of 
NATO’s founding. 

Clinton knew little of the Russian mentality, but offering 
membership to Poland, the Czech Republic, and Hungary made for 
good domestic politics. He, and later administrations, would 
miscalculate Russia’s desperate desire to become part of the West; just 
as later they would underestimate Russia’s humiliation at its rejection. 
As one Russian said to me many years later: “We put ourselves up for 
adoption, but there weren’t any takers.”
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Eventually Russia got more or less used to the status quo: the West 
had yet to cross Moscow’s red lines. Even so, Russian pro-Western 
democrats never emerged as the force they had been during the early 
years of Boris Yeltsin’s tenure as president. Much to the chagrin and 
pain of the average Russian, the country’s financial collapse in 1998 
drew no specific support from the West. The crisis brought Vladimir 
Putin to power and things began to change.

After the September 11 tragedy in 2001, Putin tried to reach out to 
Washington. He was the first head of state to call President George W. 
Bush after the attacks, and the Russians willingly shared intelligence 
on Afghanistan. Hard-pressed to justify the deployment of troops in 
Iraq after no weapons of mass destruction materialised, the Bush 
administration changed course. It ushered in an era of “nation building” 
and democracy promotion — overt interventions that President Bush 
had rejected in the presidential campaign of 2000. 

Soon afterwards, US support for the “colour revolutions” on 
Russia’s periphery convinced many Russians that the Americans had, 
and still do have, an unspoken policy to replace any regime that is not 
of Washington’s liking, including Russia’s own. This view provided 
justification for Putin to crackdown on Russian internal dissent, at a 
time when he also felt politically vulnerable to accusations that 
oligarchs had free reign in the country and that he had failed to diversify 
the economy. America’s more muscular role internationally and its 
support for regime change from Iraq to Egypt and Libya convinced 
him that “liberal thought” could jeopardise his own future. The ouster 
of Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych was still more proof.

Like Mearsheimer, I agree that last northern winter was another 
turning point. The negotiated accord to end the violence in Maidan 
Square and establish earlier elections was supported by all the major 
players, including the United States and Russia. Had President Barack 
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Obama upheld the accord on 21 February 2014 things could have been 
different. It would have signalled US support for a process, not a 
capitulation to “the streets.” 

The United States had, at that moment, the opportunity to be an 
unbiased broker in the conflict. The narrative instead turned to one of 
East–West confrontation — on both sides. This time, in Putin’s view, 
the red line had been crossed. His own personal vanity was also 
challenged when Assistant Secretary of State Victoria Nuland was 
overheard calling the political shots in Kiev. Putin moved quickly to 
annex Crimea, which he deemed to be a vital Russian interest, even 
though it was a violation of Ukraine’s sovereignty. National pride and 
pent-up frustration were a part of his rise in public opinion polls. 

In the final analysis, the success of a policy rests with the test of 
time. If Western strategy had been based on a 20-year time frame, we 
might have been able to boast that Clinton’s “strategy” had worked. 
But historical dramas often take longer to play out. In that context, the 
post-Cold War policy has thus far failed to create a “Europe whole and 
free.” And, given the unwillingness of Washington and Moscow to 
engage in meaningful talks, the future for this looks bleak.

There are also other strategic downsides, as Mearsheimer warns. 
As a result of developments this year, it will be harder than ever for the 
United States to leverage Russia’s cooperation in Syria, Iran, and in the 
war on terrorism. There will also be no more nuclear deals. And, after 
sanctions, the incentives for Russian cyber attacks are now greater than 
ever. Finally, the United States has inadvertently accomplished what it 
tried to avoid during the Cold War: pushing Russia and China closer 
together. These developments could be significant over time.

Today the Russian Westernisers have been marginalized for siding 
with a West that could not, or would not, take Russia’s interests into 
consideration. If any of the allied governments today think that pushing 
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Putin from power would yield improved results, they should be 
cautious. The ranks of Russian Westernisers have thinned. Nationalism 
is on the rise. The outcome of any such objective could be wildly 
unpredictable.

As for Ukraine, Mearsheimer is right to be concerned about 
Ukraine’s future if we continue on this path. Steve Sestanovich, however, 
voices a sentiment often heard in Washington these days: “The best 
way to avoid an escalation of radical political confrontation inside 
Ukraine is not to resolve the big geopolitical questions [on NATO] but 
to defer them.”

Unfortunately, deferral of the issue will make it impossible for 
Ukraine to come to terms with the reality of its situation and undermine 
its ability to make wise choices. But deferral may result. Washington 
seems to have lost interest in this issue. As a colleague told me recently: 
“That was two crises ago.” Even as policymakers shift their attention 
to other global problems, personal smears are regularly directed to 
those who argue for a negotiated solution. Mearsheimer’s article 
seemed to evoke, if not direct personal attacks, then a high level of 
impatience from his respondents.

Whether Washington insiders like it or not, ultimately the United 
States must be involved in the Russia–Ukraine negotiations. The 
Russians know that the Americans are the ones who influence NATO, 
just as Washington has been behind the sanctions. Political expediency 
and short time horizons don’t bode well for the future. It is vital that 
we think anew about a long-term strategy and the formulations of a 
policy to support it. As Henry Kissinger wrote in the Washington Post 
earlier this year: “The demonization of Vladimir Putin is not a policy; 
it is an alibi for the absence of one. n
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“Melodrama is the fundamental mode 
of popular American moving pictures,” 
the film scholar Linda Williams once 
argued. Even if Hollywood movies were 
superficially realistic, she said, this was 
mere effect in service of a style that was 
“a peculiarly democratic and American 
form.”

The silver screen is a suitable place 
to begin a review of a book about 
Ronald Reagan; after all, it is where 
Reagan himself began. Not literally — 
though his Midwestern roots in rural 
Illinois and Iowa themselves belong to 
the classic Hollywood tale of the 
burgeoning star arriving in the big city 
— but certainly politically and 
philosophically. 

Hollywood was where Reagan first found political success, as a 
union leader and anti-communist activist. And it’s where he found his 
conservatism, while filming televised “anthology” shows sponsored by 
General Electric.

How Republican lions set the scene for the triumph 
of movement conservatism in the United States

From Nixon to Reagan
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Presidents, historian Rick Perlstein writes, “are always also 
storytellers, purveyors of useful national mythologies.” The stories 
Reagan told, whether of politics or his own past, were, like the Horatio 
Alger tales he loved as a youth or the Westerns and war films in which 
he starred, melodramas.

“They frequently feature great, melodramatic traumas,” Perlstein 
writes of Reagan’s narratives of his own childhood. “The sinking of a 
great ship, a saboteur’s explosion, a near explosion in the family flat. 
Almost always, they end in some sort of redemption.” 

And here is Williams defining the melodramatic arc: “a story that 
generates sympathy for a hero who is also a victim and that leads to a 
climax that permits the audience, and usually other characters, to 
recognise that character’s moral value.”

“Melodrama,” Williams continues, “is by definition the retrieval of 
an absolute good in which most thinking people do not put much 
faith.”

The Invisible Bridge is Rick Perlstein’s account of how millions of 
thinking Americans put their faith in Ronald Reagan, propelling him 
to within inches of the 1976 Republican nomination. Subtitled “The 
Fall of Nixon and the Rise of Ronald Reagan,” it acts as a sequel of 
sorts to what is becoming a franchise of histories of American 
conservatism. 

First was Before the Storm, Perlstein’s account of contemporary 
conservatism’s cotillion, the 1964 presidential run of Arizona Senator 
Barry Goldwater. Next was Nixonland, Perlstein’s magnum opus — 
the Godfather II of his trilogy — which posited that Richard Nixon 
had imprinted his personal pathologies and resentments on to the 
American polity in a way that even in the present day undergirds the 
nation’s electoral landscape.
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Nixonland ended with Nixon triumphant, routing his 1972 
Democratic opponent George McGovern in a 49-state landslide. We 
know what happened next, and The Invisible Bridge describes that 
unravelling of the Nixon White House and, with it, America’s confidence 
in its government, its institutions, and the moral order of the world 
itself.

Energy shortages and inflation loom. An oil crisis hits. The United 
States retreats from Vietnam, defeated. Protests erupt in response to 
court-ordered bussing of students. Congress begins investigating the 
Watergate scandal, culminating in Nixon resigning in the face of certain 
impeachment, the only president to have ever done so, and with the 
nation’s bicentennial celebrations less than two years away.

“All that turbulence in the 1960s and ’70s had given the nation a 
chance to finally reflect critically on its power,” writes Perlstein, 
channelling the hopes of liberals of the time. “To shed its arrogance, to 
become a more humble and better citizen of the world — to grow up.”

And yet this course of events was not inevitable, even though it 
might have seemed natural, which is a lesson Perlstein returns to time 
and again throughout his oeuvre. “Liberals get in the biggest political 
trouble,” is how he formulated it in Nixonland, “when they presume 
that a reform is an inevitable concomitant of progress.”

Even as the America of the post-Watergate era was learning “to 
struggle toward a more searching alternative to the shallowness of the 
flag-wavers—to criticise, to interrogate, to analyse, to dissent,” an 
alternate response to the era’s anxieties was materialising in the form 
of Ronald Reagan’s moral clarity. And the longing was bipartisan; 
Democrats had their own counterpart in the earnest Jimmy Carter.

Carter figures strongly in the text, but this is Reagan’s book; 
Perlstein marvels at the future Republican president’s talent for “turning 
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complexity and confusion and doubt into simplicity and stout-
heartedness and certainty ... As an athlete of the imagination, he was a 
Babe Ruth, a Jack Dempsey, a Red Grange.”

“They say the world has become too complex for simple answers. 
They are wrong,” is how Reagan himself put it as early as 1964. “There 
are no easy answers, but there are simple answers. We must have the 
courage to do what we know is morally right.” 

Reagan did not suffer, as pundits of the day predicted he would, 
for downplaying the wrongdoing in the Watergate scandal, or for 
defending America’s actions in Vietnam long after Saigon had fallen. 
He was telling an uncertain nation that it could feel good about itself, 
and he told compelling, clarifying stories as to why. From this, he found 
success.

Reagan told Americans their story in melodramatic form, one with 
which a nation that conceives its apotheosis not in the historical realities 
of its 1776 birth but in the spiritual and ideological resonances of the 
sentiments expressed in its founding documents is infinitely comfortable. 
The American pursuit of the paradoxical “more perfect union” that its 
constitutional preamble envisions — its eternal longing to turn away 
from contemporary messy realities and, through an innate moral 
goodness, reassert its unblemished ideals, and in so doing restore the 
abstract innocence of its moment of inception — is a melodramatic 
impulse. As the bicentennial approached, Ronald Reagan was the man 
to help America follow through on this impulse.

Except, ultimately, he wasn’t. He was —just barely — beaten to the 
Republican nomination by incumbent President Gerald Ford, who was 
himself defeated by Jimmy Carter. This is a weakness of The Invisible 
Bridge; for a tome about a nation’s search for narrative clarity, it offers 
little of it itself. 
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That is hardly Perlstein’s fault; history is always messy and often 
does not resolve neatly. In 1976, movement conservatism’s ascendant 
moment coincided with a failed challenge, fervent protests by 
Republican feminists who wanted the party to stand by the pro-choice 
and pro–Equal Rights Amendment planks in its platform, and, 
ultimately, the election of a Democratic president. 

These complications, as well as the due weight Perlstein’s narrative 
affords to Ford, Carter, and Nixon’s contributions to the period, make 
for a woolly account. So too does the length; a snipe about an 846 
page — “more than ordinary book length” — tract by Phyllis Schlafly 
has the misfortune to appear on page 777 of Perlstein’s own work.

His psychoanalysis of Reagan — whom the author conceives as 
eternally blithe in the face of complexity and constantly aware of any 
audience — is less explanatory than when he afforded Nixon the same 
treatment. The occasional references to a Reagan “humiliation” seem 
curious, too, as if Perlstein longs to return to his old subject: it is Nixon 
who is weighed down so heavily by embarrassment; Reagan’s defining 
moments are his successes. 

The Invisible Bridge lacks the stark narrative coherence and 
thematic unity of Nixonland, but it retains many of Perlstein’s strengths. 
He favours an expansive and detail-oriented view of history, 
interspersing Congressional hearings and political speeches with 
accounts of contemporary news and cultural events: big cities soaked 
in crime, the kidnapping of Patty Hearst, the openings of blockbusters 
Jaws and The Exorcist, sketches from new comedy program Saturday 
Night Live, Hank Aaron breaking a longtime Babe Ruth record, the 
sudden popularity of the Unification Church. Of particular note is his 
exploration of the culture-war inflammations caused by the nation’s 
response to the prisoners of war returned from Vietnam, and a blow-
by-blow account of the tumultuous 1976 Republican National 
Convention, which stands as a remarkably overlooked moment in the 
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Republican Party’s transition from an organ of ideological pluralism to 
the citadel of conservatism it is today.

The effect is immersive, conjuring the dread and uncertainty of the 
era. When the text mentions political luminaries like Karl Rove or Dick 
Cheney in their pre-prominence era, or highlights events with 
unmistakable resonance with today’s politics, like a tax protest 
consisting of mailed tea-bags, it is temporarily befuddling to be pulled 
out of the 1970s with the realisation that these moments have been 
deliberately highlighted by an author writing in the present day.

If only because he is so effective at these close studies of a political 
age, Perlstein could go on writing these books for as long as he lives. 
The late 1970s surely holds as much conflict and revelation as the years 
prior from 1964 to 1976, which have already received his close study. 

But would they offer the cohesion Nixonland had and The Invisible 
Bridge sometimes struggles for? Linda Williams, the film scholar, like 
Ronald Reagan, understood the power of a psychologically satisfying 
narrative trajectory. That’s not history, but it’s not always undesirable.n
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