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Whatever happens, the United States is going to try to redeploy a large 
part of its armed forces, diplomatic attention, and (perhaps) development 
aid to East and Southeast Asia. That is now the official position of both 
US political parties and it’s strongly backed by the Pentagon. 

The most famous historical example of this kind of pivot went 
in the opposite direction: the British Empire’s strategy in the 20 years 
before 1914 was to reduce commitments elsewhere in the world so as to 
concentrate them against threats in Europe. This was necessitated by the 
rise of new powers and the economic and military decline of Britain—
though as with America today, the decline was relative.

Empire in retreat
The US lacks a united foreign policy elite 

to deal with its relative decline
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This led Britain, in successive stages, first to recognise the impossibility 
of maintaining a security role in Latin America against the wishes of 
the US; then to an alliance with Japan that allowed Britain to transfer 
most of its naval forces in Eastern waters to Britain; then the “entente 
cordiale” with France that wound up colonial rivalry between them and 
committed Britain (albeit in an ambiguous and unclear way) to defend 
France against Germany. Finally, and most strikingly, in 1907, Britain 
signed an agreement with Russia that ended the “Great Game” in Central 
Asia and completed the allied bloc that was to fight the First World War 
against Germany from the summer of 1914 to Russia’s collapse in the 
autumn of 1917.

Can the United States do something like this today? The first point 
to note is that Britain was able to surrender many aspects of its global 
role to the US, an English-speaking power which—while by no means 
entirely sympathetic to the British Empire—would at least guarantee 
British investments and the rules of international capitalism. No such 
power is waiting in line to supplement the US today.

Secondly, before the First World War Britain possessed more 
cohesive foreign policy elites than the US today, and a much more 
powerful executive. Once a consensus had been reached in the British 
establishment, taking painful decisions was relatively easy. The US 
political establishment today is deeply fractured; the US Congress enjoys 
great power in foreign policy at the expense of the executive while not 
having to take actual responsibility for policy; and Congress (and US 
politics in general) is largely under the sway of lobbies determined to 
nail America to their own specific international interests.

This factor is most important in making it more difficult to reduce 
US commitments in the Middle East, but it is most striking in the 
case of Russia. Here, the Obama administration’s “reset” of relations 
is very much in the spirit of British strategy before 1914: to reach an 
accommodation with a former enemy, which now poses no threat to US 
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vital interests, in order to concentrate resources and attention on a much 
greater threat elsewhere. In addition, since Russian victory in the war 
with Georgia in August 2008—when America did nothing to help its 
quasi-ally—it has been clear that further US-led NATO expansion in the 
former Soviet Union is dead as a door nail.

Obama’s reset might well therefore be described as being in 
accordance with Geopolitics 101. Yet it has met with ferocious 
condemnation from Republicans (and some Democrats), and during the 
presidential campaign Republican nominee Mitt Romney even declared 
Russia to be America’s “principal adversary”. There are powerful forces 
in Congress, the establishment, and ethnic groups in the country that 
simply cannot bear the idea of reconciliation with their old enemy. 

If this is true of relations with Russia, the problems of reducing US 
commitments in the Middle East should be obvious. Of course, the US 
has withdrawn its army from Iraq and will withdraw ground troops 
(though not bases) from Afghanistan in the next two years. But as long 
as the US retains its determination to maintain hegemony in the region 
while backing Israel, a strong risk will remain of America being drawn 
into new conflicts, whether as a result of Israeli actions, revolutions on 
the ground, or battles between local states and local US allies. This in 
turn means that the US cannot reduce its forces in the region beyond a 
certain level. 

Finally, over the past 20 years the US has already been guilty of very 
dangerous neglect of its own backyard of Central America, where the 
decay of states and societies is posing direct threats to American society 
itself.

Of course, this still leaves the United States with immense naval and 
air forces that it can deploy to the Asia-Pacific region. But it is vital to 
remember that geopolitical and military power is always and everywhere 
local and relative. That is to say, it is the amount of power that a given 
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country is able to deploy and willing to use in a particular place or over 
a particular issue, relative to that which a rival power is willing and able 
to deploy. This fact was starkly demonstrated by the Russia–Georgia War 
of 2008, when the US, with its immensely superior military resources, 
backed off in the face of Russia’s determination to defend a local ally 
against a local enemy. In East Asia, the question will be not whether US 
global military resources will remain superior to China’s (they will) but 
whether the US will be able to deploy enough resources to deter China 
if an economically superior China chooses to commit all its military 
resources to dominate neighbouring waters and air space.

Like Britain in Europe before 1914, the US in East Asia has the 
immense advantage of local allies—ties which have been strengthened 
still further by China’s hysterical bullying stance over disputed island 
chains in recent months. Indeed, China’s approach in this regard is also 
beginning to have echoes of Wilhelmine Germany before 1914, and 
seems to be uniting much of the region against Beijing.

But allies often come with a price. For Britain, the price of alliance 
with Russia was to be compelled to fight a world war after pan-Slavic 
nationalism led Russia to support Serbia in its own conflict with 
Germany’s ally Austria. In East Asia, the ways in which American allies 
could draw the US into conflict with China are now obvious. The British 
Empire before 1914 was able to concentrate its forces so as to be able 
to—just barely—defeat Germany in the First World War. The result of 
that war, however, was both to lay the basis for the Second World War, 
and to so weaken the British Empire that it collapsed a generation later. 
However bad China’s behaviour is becoming, it will still be necessary 
to combine even a successful US pivot to Asia with the greatest possible 
caution and moderation. For, like Britain in the First World War, even 
a US victory over China would very likely come at a price that would 
make it hard to distinguish from defeat. n
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This was supposed to be the Year of Sino-Japanese Friendship, but 
rather than celebrating the 40th anniversary of normalising relations, 
the two nations have derailed bilateral relations over disputed islands 
in the East China Sea known as Senkaku in Japan and Diaoyu in 
China. This test of wills is a high stakes contest and the longer Beijing 
and Tokyo glower at each other and escalate rhetorical exchanges, 
the greater the mutual economic damage and the harder it will be to 
negotiate a modus vivendi. As the problem is not going away anytime 
soon, managing this dispute and containing flare-ups is crucial.

This territorial scrap previously flared up in 2010 when a Chinese 

Rocks of discord
The territorial dispute between China and 

Japan could easily spiral out of control 
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fishing trawler rammed a Japanese Coast Guard ship in waters near 
the islands. The arrest of the crew led to Beijing withholding exports 
of rare earth minerals vital to various high-tech industries in Japan. 
These sanctions forced Tokyo to capitulate and release the arrested 
fishermen, but sparked anti-Chinese antagonism and eroded trust. 
The incident also triggered widespread protests in China that targeted 
Japanese businesses. It also inflamed lingering resentments in China 
over history—December marks the 75th anniversary of the Rape of 
Nanjing—and stoked mutual suspicions.

In the latest confrontation, Beijing has again shown considerable 
willingness to escalate tensions despite the clear risks of brinksmanship. 
Yet again, protests all over China battered bilateral relations. The 
sabre-rattling has grown more ominous against the backdrop of a 
political transition in Beijing and pending national elections in Japan.

Domestic politics in both countries limits the room for compromise 
and diplomatic manoeuvring as both sides are framing this as a zero-
sum game. Tokyo asserts that there is no territorial dispute because it 
exercises administrative control over the rocky outcrops. The Liberal 
Democratic Party (LDP), the main opposition party, elected the 
hawkish Shinzo Abe as its president in September and he has staked 
out a hard line on this dispute. Abe previously served as premier in 
2006–07 and many pundits are predicting he has a good chance to 
regain power in elections that must be held by the summer of 2013.

China has raised the stakes and limited room for diplomacy by 
declaring the islands “sacred territory”. In the UN General Assembly 
Chinese Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi asserted, “The Japanese move 
is a gross violation of China’s territorial integrity and sovereignty, an 
outright denial of the outcomes of victory of the world anti-fascist 
war, and a grave challenge to the post-war international order.”  

In this context, it is difficult for either side to make concessions. 
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Beijing is passing the baton of leadership at a time when the economy 
is slowing and there is growing discontent with corruption, nepotism, 
and income disparity. Beijing clamped down on demonstrations, but 
more out of fear they might morph into anti-government protests 
than a gesture of goodwill.

The temptation of patriotic blustering is hard for either side to 
resist, but in this dangerous game both countries have a lot to lose. 
There is a serious risk of miscalculation for each that could cause 
this scrap to spiral out of control. It doesn’t take much to make a 
martyr and if there were blood in the water, stability in Asia would 
be at risk. There is little to be gained from aggravating a dispute that 
has now assumed symbolic importance as a test of wills. Tokyo–
Beijing relations are fragile and, in this case, the volatile combination 
of overlapping territorial claims, competition for seabed resources, 
strategic ambitions, nationalism, and unresolved historical grievances 
have elevated these remote outcrops into the focal point of bilateral 
relations.

The rapid rise of China has lead to a tectonic shift in East Asian 
geopolitics and the decline of Japanese influence. This abrupt and 
far-reaching shift in the balance of power is destabilising because it 
challenges the status quo. The rising tide of Chinese nationalism finds 
a familiar and handy target in Japan and Japanese conservatives do 
their nation no favours by provoking historical grievances with Asian 
neighbours.

Governor Shintaro Ishihara of Tokyo has a lot to answer for. In 
April he announced plans to purchase three of the disputed islands 
from their private owner in Japan and raised over $15 million from 
public donations to do so. His intent was to provoke China, and, on 
that score, he has succeeded; Beijing has been fuming ever since. This 
is Ishihara’s doozy of an own goal, driven by a nationalist agenda 
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and contempt towards China. His plan forced the central government 
to buy the islands in order to manage the situation and prevent him 
from doing further damage. But in doing so, Tokyo triggered the 
current altercation. Ishihara managed to shift Japanese politics to the 
right, as political contenders try to outdo each other in nationalistic 
grandstanding.

The media frenzy is whipping up negative perceptions on both 
sides and a new generation in both countries is learning to hate and 
vilify.

Can the economic relationship remain insulated from political 
upheaval? This is the multi-billion-dollar question leaders should be 
asking because Japan is a leading investor and source of technology, 
while China is Japan’s largest trading partner. The islands in question 
are not worth all the damage they are causing, but that is precisely 
the point. This issue has become dangerously politicised and cost-
benefit analyses, or legal arguments appear unpromising.

Japanese companies are reducing production and investments in 
China in anticipation of a boycott of Japanese products by Chinese 
consumers whipped up into a patriotic frenzy by a febrile media. 
But there are also signs that despite the posturing, both sides remain 
pragmatic; high-profile business leaders from Japan did attend 40th 
anniversary commemoration events even as diplomatic celebrations 
were cancelled or scaled back.

Can calmer heads prevail? Probably. Both sides appear to be 
carefully edging away from the abyss, but a disastrous turn of events 
and violent clashes remain possible. There must be a cooling-off 
period, and the political transitions might be an opportunity to hit 
the reset button. The last time Abe was premier, his first overseas trip 
was a fence-mending visit to Beijing necessitated by prime minister 
Junichiro Koizumi’s six visits to Yasukuni Shrine between 2001–06, 
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a talismanic ground zero for unrepentant glorification of Japan’s 
wartime actions.

To move beyond the impasse, Beijing and Tokyo need to engage 
in talks about the disputed territories without preconditions, 
agree to refrain from violence in pursuit of rival claims, and move 
towards confidence building measures (CBMs) that sidestep the issue 
of sovereignty. The most ambitious of these CBMs would be joint 
development of East China Sea seabed resources as specified in a 2008 
accord. 

In 1978 Deng Xiaoping suggested that this dispute be put aside, 
placing faith in the wisdom of future generations to overcome the 
stalemate. One can only hope pragmatic leaders on both sides will 
find similar wisdom and act on it to avert catastrophe. n
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Finally, the rains have come, flung up the Mississippi River valley by the 
tail of Hurricane Isaac, cooling temperatures and greening the crops—or 
what’s left of them. It’s been a cruel summer, the worst in 50 years: day 
after day of unrelenting sun, temperatures above 100 degrees Fahrenheit 
(that’s about 38 degrees Celsius), hot winds, and teasing clouds that 
promised rain but didn’t deliver. It’s over now, we hope. But it’s too late.  

We usually don’t have droughts around here. Down in Texas and 
Oklahoma, maybe. But not here, not in the nation’s farm belt, the fecund 
upper Midwest that produces more corn and soybeans than anywhere 
on Earth. We feed the world or we feed the animals that feed the world. 
When Iowans sing their state song, they stand up for the last line: “That’s 

The Midwest drought
A hot and dry spell in the farm belt of America 

means higher food prices around the world
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where the tall corn grows!” 

Not this year. The interstate highways knife between acres of short, 
singed corn, unpollinated and hence unproductive, with curled brown 
husks harbouring stunted ears; the drought was bad enough but it was 
the heat that did the damage. Over in the bean fields, it was the drought 
more than the heat. When we say beans, we mean soybeans, those rich 
protein factories that, in a normal year, feed livestock and poultry around 
the world. Beans have to flower at a certain time to be productive: this 
year the flowers, parched, crumbled into a sterile dust. 

All this was preceded by a mild winter with little snow, and warm 
nights ending in sparse morning dew. Throw in a balmy March that lured 
many farmers to plant prematurely, only to get nipped by an April frost. 
It rained for a few days at the end of April, and then stopped.   

Farmers, naturally, are singing the blues, but they’re not the ones who 
will suffer. You won’t find many Midwestern farmers standing forlornly 
outside Walmart, rattling a Styrofoam cup. But around the world, in the 
countries that import the Midwest’s produce to feed their animals and 
their people, it’s going to hurt. When Iowa burns, China blisters. 

The statistics are grim. Combined Midwest temperatures and rain 
in June and July were the hottest and driest in 75 years. About 52 per 
cent of the Midwest’s corn fields were in poor or very poor condition in 
early September, experts said. Corn yields will be 122.8 bushels per acre, 
down from 152.8 bushels two years ago. Total corn output will be 10.7 
million bushels, down about 13 per cent from two years ago. Soybean 
yields are 35.3 bushels per acre, compared to 43.5 bushels in 2010. Total 
output is down about 20 per cent. 

For foreign customers, it gets worse. About 40 per cent of the 
Midwestern corn crop is committed to production of ethanol, a politically 
popular but economically senseless use of one of the world’s great foods. 
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Exports would be down anyway, for both corn and beans. The ethanol 
mandate means corn exports will be down even more. 

It doesn’t end there. Basic economics says that low supplies mean 
higher prices, and it’s happening. Corn prices, which was $6.60 per 
bushel last year, are up to $7.80 at this writing, near the record of $8.20, 
and climbing. Soybeans were $14.20 per bushel a year ago; now they’re 
$17 per bushel and bound to rise.

So sympathy for farmers is misplaced. If their corn crop is down by 
13 per cent, their per-bushel price is up nearly 20 per cent. Crop insurance 
helps. So do government subsidies, especially to megafarmers (2,000 
acres or more) who dominate major crop production in the Midwest. 

Medium-sized farmers, those with about 250 acres or less, will be 
hurt, but they are already being squeezed out of business by the demands 
of global agriculture. Interestingly, small niche farms that sell to farmers’ 
markets or restaurants seem to be doing fine. Many irrigate and, apart 
from some badly damaged apple and peach crops, their output is holding 
up.  

The higher prices could mean higher food prices in the US, but 
probably not by much. Basic food itself contributes little to grocery prices 
in this country; by the time the processor, packager, advertiser, shipper, 
and grocer take their share, a pittance goes to the farmer.

The real impact will be felt abroad, in major importing nations such 
as Southeast Asia, Mexico, Brazil, the former Soviet Union and, especially 
China, where basic food inputs account for a bigger share of shelf prices. 
This will be tough on everybody but especially on the billions in the 
world’s new working class who are just getting used to eating meat or 
poultry on a regular basis. 

“The United States is the world’s largest exporter of corn, soybeans, 
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and wheat, and likely price spikes will ripple through markets globally, 
with devastating consequences for those already struggling to get enough 
food to eat,” an Oxfam official, Eric Munoz, told the New York Times. 

It’s not all the fault of American weather, though. Another drought, 
this time in Russia and Kazakhstan, has cut global production of wheat, 
the most staple crop of all.  

There’s more to this than global warming, of course; one summer’s 
drought doesn’t prove anything. But despite what the science deniers say, 
it’s obvious that global warming is happening. Farmers know this. US 
Department of Agriculture maps show growing zones inching north year 
by year, with crops growing now in places that were too cold for them a 
few years ago. 

More droughts are likely. So is hotter and drier weather in general. 
Big corn and soybean farmers, who usually rely on normal rainfall, will 
have to start irrigating, putting pressure on rivers and aquifers that, for 
now, are adequate but are not inexhaustible.

The Midwest will keep growing crops. Bio firms will produce seeds 
that are drought- and heat-resistant. New equipment and chemicals will 
lead to higher yields. If famine occurs, it won’t be for lack of global food 
supplies. 

But it’s a race against nature. In a world that still depends on 
Midwestern farmers for its food, that food is going to be a little less 
plentiful and probably a lot more expensive. n
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Politicians, political parties, and a hoard of billionaires supporting 
them have spent upwards of $5 billion on America’s presidential and 
congressional elections in 2012, a record amount by a wide margin.

But whoever wakes up elected as president on 7 November, and 
whichever party finds itself in charge of majorities in the Senate and 
House of Representatives, they will face the same urgent budgetary 
problem.

The pundits have come up with various forms of shorthand to 
describe the challenge that Washington has until the end of the year to 
solve. The “fiscal cliff” is one. “Taxmageddon” is another.

Gridlocked and broke
By Christmas America will be out 

of cash and out of ideas
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Both capture in different ways the list of issues that have long been 
kicked down the road by a squabbling political system and will finally 
come due on 1 January. This time, they will be harder to avoid than 
ever.

The end of the year sees the expiration of the large tax cuts brought 
in by George W. Bush. They had been due to expire at the end of 2010 
but were extended for two years in a deal between President Barack 
Obama and Congress.

The expiration of the tax cuts on its own would be a drag on the 
economy, by taking money out of the hands of consumers and putting 
it into government coffers. But that is only the tip of the iceberg. 
Another stimulus measure the Obama Administration pushed through, 
temporary cuts to the payroll tax, also runs out.

On top of that, there are the deep cuts that come under the banner 
of “sequestration”—in other words, automatic cuts to both defence and 
domestic spending that kick in at the end of the year. The sequestration 
cuts are Exhibit One for how dysfunctional the highly partisan political 
system has become in recent years.

With budget talks deadlocked in 2011, Congress attempted to scare 
both parties into a fiscal deal by saying that if they didn’t make one, 
automatic cuts hurting the parties’ core constituencies (defence in the 
case of Republicans and domestic program for the Democrats) would 
kick in.

But even with the threat of sequestration hanging over them, the 
Democrats and Republicans in Congress could not reach agreement on 
how to rein in the budget. 

The result is a singularly scary scenario for the Keynesians in 
Washington who believe that a sudden cut in government spending and 
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a sharp rise in taxes will plunge the country into a deep recession.

The Congressional Budget Office, a non-partisan agency that 
analyses the effects of legislation on the finances of the US government, 
says that without a deal the economy will contract at a rate of 0.5 per 
cent in 2013.

With the economy already slowing in the lead-up to the election, 
the projection is substantially bleaker than its estimate in May, when 
it was forecast that the US economy could suffer a recession early next 
year but rebound strongly enough in the second half to ensure tepid 
growth for the full calendar year.

There are some conservatives who see sequestration as a major 
opportunity to force through cuts that otherwise have been impossible. 
Far from being a fiscal cliff, they see the end-of-year moment as a fiscal 
solution. 

This group, however, is a minority. The vast bulk of the Republican 
Party supports cutting domestic programs, like spending on the poor, 
but it adamantly opposes across-the-board cuts at the Pentagon. 

During the presidential election campaign, both Barack Obama 
and Mitt Romney have framed the election as a contrast in visions 
over budgetary solutions.

Romney wants to cut taxes and sharply reduce spending in most 
areas except defence, while Obama wants to raise taxes on the wealthy 
in order to maintain higher government spending levels.

But even Romney does not want to impose his cuts quickly, because 
he thinks they would drag the economy down with them.

The most likely outcome is another temporary deal, delaying 
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some cuts and extending tax relief. Under this scenario, the fiscal cliff 
becomes more of a fiscal slope. But it would be a slope that would 
gently wind its way down to the same place that the cliff would take the 
protagonists much faster—gridlock, combined with an unsustainable 
budgetary situation.

That is why the morning after the election is so important. It is not 
only the White House that is up for grabs. If the Republicans take the 
Senate, then, even with a victory in the presidential race, Obama will 
be more boxed in than ever. If Democrats hold their slender margin in 
the Senate, then he will at least wield some moral authority over the 
Republicans.  

In 2012, more than ever, America needs its electorate to speak 
clearly about what sort of government it wants. But don’t hold your 
breath. In what is generally called a fifty-fifty country, look out for a 
fifty-fifty result.

Which means, at Christmas this year, we can all expect to go off 
the fiscal cliff together. The only question is at what pace we do it. n  
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In the days after the last helicopter lifted off the United 
States embassy helipad, the Saigon sky fell silent and the 
victors got busy raising the red and gold standard of the 
National Liberation Front on the flag poles of foreign 
missions. The fortress-like American embassy alone did 
not have the NLF flag. Asked about the reason for the 
exception, an officer from Hanoi assured me with a smile: 
“The Americans will be back soon.” As he explained, “The 
Americans worry about Chinese expansionism and they 
know, historically, Vietnam has been the biggest barrier 
against Beijing’s southward drive.”

Earlier this year US Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta 
was granted a tantalising tour of the famed Cam Ranh 
Bay that figured prominently in America’s strategic 
imagination. This is not to suggest that the US and Vietnam 
are anywhere near the strategic cooperation that my 
Vietnamese interlocutor dreamed of in 1975, but the 
zigzag journey of reconciliation and rapprochement 
between the two adversaries remains a gripping tale. The 

The slow rapprochement
The rapid rise of China is bringing Vietnam and 
America closer together, but how long will this last? 

By Nayan Chanda
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story also offers valuable lessons in the interplay of three factors—
geopolitics, nationalism, and ideology—that shaped the kaleidoscopic 
transformations. Vietnam’s two thousand year history of love-hate 
relations with its giant neighbour China, its national ambition, and the 
ruling Communist Party’s concern about regime maintenance might 
explain the tortured path towards normalisation. 

At the end of the war in 1975 the Vietnamese party was flush with 
its historic victory, eager to rebuild the ravaged nation but worried 
about the signs of overt hostility from China. Its optimism about speedy 
restoration of ties with Washington, because of broad geopolitical 
considerations, may have been logical thinking but it was based on a 
total misunderstanding of the American policy dynamic. Despite 
President Jimmy Carter’s desire to restore ties with all erstwhile enemies 
in Asia, including China, normalisation of relations with Vietnam 
proved impossible. Carter did not share Vietnam’s long-range 
perspective and Vietnam, on its part, underestimated America’s deep 
psychological war wounds. While it wanted relations with Washington 
to balance Chinese power, Vietnam was too proud a victor to forego 
the spoils of war—reconstruction aid promised by the US in the Paris 
peace accord of 1973.  After the normalisation talks collapsed in 1978, 
the geopolitical context underwent a dramatic shift unfavourable to 
Vietnam that lasted nearly two decades.

Four years after the end of the long war, Vietnam was again in a 
state of war on its northern and western fronts. Chinese-backed Khmer 
Rouge attacks on its western border in 1977–78 led to Vietnamese 
invasion and occupation of Cambodia. China retaliated with a punitive 
invasion of northern Vietnam in 1979. This began a decade-long period 
in which Vietnam faced economic crisis at home and isolation abroad. 
The pressure of the de facto alliance between the US and China and 
their support of the Khmer Rouge–led coalition was compounded by 
the loss of support from a Soviet Union undergoing perestroika. The 
talks on normalisation of relations with the US were bogged down by 
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unending American demands for accounting of their POWs and missing 
in action (MIA) during the war. The conservatives in the administration 
and the military, who never forgave Vietnam for America’s national 
humiliation, sought to restore the country’s honour by bringing home 
the remains of fallen soldiers and maintaining a crippling trade embargo 
imposed since 1975. To emerge out of its economic troubles and 
diplomatic isolation, Vietnam launched its doi moi (renovation) reforms 
and began the withdrawal of its troops from Cambodia, which was 
completed in 1989.

By the time Vietnam came close to withdrawing its troops, as 
demanded by the US and ASEAN, and engaged in talks with them over 
Cambodia’s political future, the geopolitical context changed again. 
The Sino–Soviet rapprochement and the international isolation of 
Beijing following the Tiananmen massacre not only altered the external 
environment but also raised concerns about the regime’s security. The 
large protests in China, which ended in the violent suppression in 
Tiananmen Square, and the domino-like fall of socialist regimes in 
Eastern Europe that came shortly afterwards rang alarm bells in 
Beijing—and in Hanoi. While Vietnam sorely needed aid and trade with 
the West, it was wary of “peaceful evolution” and subversion of the 
socialist system in the name of assistance. The George H. W. Bush 
administration’s so-called road map for normalisation was viewed with 
deep suspicion. Vietnam’s top diplomat Nguyen Co Thach’s failure to 
obtain normalisation, despite many concessions on MIA and the 
withdrawal from Cambodia, led Hanoi to alter its anti-Chinese 
trajectory. A secret summit meeting between Chinese and Vietnamese 
party leaders was held in Chengdu on 4 and 5 September 1990.  The 
ground was laid for a gradual de-escalation of China’s conflict with 
Vietnam and an agreement to form a coalition government in Phnom 
Penh under UN auspices. 

With normalisation of relations with China on course, Vietnam’s 
main objective in seeking ties with Washington was economic 
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cooperation. But Vietnam was still very much on guard against threats 
to the socialist regime. Ironically, the Democratic administration under 
Bill Clinton proved tougher on Vietnam than the previous Republican 
administration. Pressed by right-wing politicians, the Clinton 
administration stepped up pressure over MIA and human rights 
violations. Business though saw opportunities in Vietnam and its 
concerted lobbying forced Washington to eventually agree to soften its 
stance. In February 1995, America lifted its trade embargo against 
Vietnam, and in July came the announcement that diplomatic ties 
would be restored. When, finally, on 5 August 1995 (a full 30 years 
after the end of the war), secretary of state Warren Christopher unfurled 
the Stars and Stripes in the US embassy in Hanoi, Vietnam’s main 
concern had shifted. It was no longer as interested in a strategic alliance 
as it was in ways to open the economy to the world and, specifically, 
win favoured nation trade status. 

Vietnam’s reticence in being seen as a US ally against China was 
evident in March 2000. Defense secretary William Cohen became the 
first cabinet official to visit Vietnam, but Hanoi went out of its way to 
announce that there was no talk of strategic ties. Even when Clinton 
came to Vietnam in December 2000, a secret Central Committee 
directive told party members to show a “cold face” to Clinton. The gap 
between the Communist Party and the people could not have been 
starker. I watched thousands of young Saigonese break through police 
cordons to rush towards the presidential limo shouting “Bill, Bill!” For 
the Party it was America coming to Canossa and recognising Vietnam 
rather than Vietnam seeking closer ties with America with an eye to the 
north. In his meeting with Clinton, secretary general Le Kha Phieu gave 
the president a lesson in Vietnam’s glorious history of resistance to 
aggressors, but did not discuss the present or the future of relations 
with the US. For that, Vietnam had to wait another three years and a 
change in the external environment. 
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The second Bush administration seemed to move away from the 
somewhat smarmy attitude the US had toward China in the wake of 
the EP-3 spy plane incident. Even before the tension over the spy plane, 
important voices in Washington expressed concern about China’s 
muscle flexing. One of the authors of the RAND corporation report, 
Zalmay Khalilzad, who would become a national security adviser, 
noted that the United States should bolster its overall military presence 
in Asia in response to rising Chinese power. It pointed out that “there 
is an underlying logic to cooperation between the United States and 
Vietnam to prevent a Chinese bid for regional hegemony.” As 
Washington began focusing on changing the balance in East Asia, its 
interest in Vietnam took on strategic significance. 

Vietnam, too, was worried about China’s continuing push in the 
South China Sea and in the states along Vietnam’s periphery. In the 
June 2003 Central Committee plenum, the party surmised that the 
situation in East Asia was developing in an unfavourable way and 
efforts had to be made to develop ties with the US. As the Vietnamese 
told American officials, “The triangle is out of balance.” US relations 
with Vietnam were weak, while its ties with China had improved a 
great deal and China’s influence in the region had grown. This new 
mutual awareness led to the first-ever visit by a Vietnamese defence 
minister to Washington in November 2003. It was followed by the first 
port call by Navy ship the USS Vandergrift to Ho Chi Minh City. 

The high point in the warming ties came in June 2005, when Phan 
Van Khai became the first Vietnamese leader to be entertained at the 
White House. In their joint statement George W. Bush and Khai said 
they “shared a vision of peace, prosperity, and security in Southeast 
Asia and the Asia-Pacific region, and they agreed to cooperate bilaterally 
and multilaterally to promote these goals.” The inclusion of the phrase 
“Asia-Pacific region” in the communiqué was the only public hint that 
the relations went beyond bilateral or even regional—Southeast Asian 
concerns. Khai signed an intelligence agreement with the United States 
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allowing cooperation on staunching money laundering and engaging 
in intelligence sharing with Washington.

Against the backdrop of growing Chinese power and assertiveness 
in the South China Sea US–Vietnam relations have deepened. US 
Secretary of State Hillary Clinton’s visit in Hanoi during an ASEAN 
ministerial meeting in 2010, where she expressed US concern about 
Chinese behaviour in the South China Sea, marked a new level of 
cooperation with Vietnam. The following year, US and Vietnam entered 
into discussions to raise their bilateral relationship to a strategic 
partnership. Military ties too have grown. During the Vietnamese 
defence minister’s 2003 visit to Washington, it was decided that similar 
level exchange visits would take place every three years. Vietnamese 
and US defence chiefs have since exchanged four visits. Leon Panetta’s 
June 2012 visit drew more than the usual attention against the backdrop 
of deteriorating US–China relations. Panetta was given a tour of Cam 
Ranh Bay, where Soviet naval assets and long-range bombers were once 
based. 

While the relationship has grown dramatically in the past decade, 
the interplay of three factors continues to modulate the relations. A 
militarily strong China poses a greater threat to Vietnam’s sovereignty 
than at any time in the recent past. But the Vietnamese Communist 
Party shares the Chinese Communist Party’s concerns about a Western 
threat to their system, all the while seeking Western economic 
cooperation to build a prosperous and powerful country. 

In 1978 a Vietnamese diplomat, Luu Doanh Huynh, explained the 
logic behind Vietnam’s cultivation of Moscow: “In all of history we 
have been secure from China in only two conditions. One is when 
China is weak and internally divided. The other is when she has been 
threatened by barbarians from the north. In the present era, the 
Russians are our barbarians.” The same logic can be applied to 
Vietnam’s need to cultivate the US today—a powerful friend to deter 
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China from being too aggressive. As Vietnamese leaders frequently 
remind foreigners, a country can choose its friends but not its 
neighbours. However enticing it might be, Vietnam would shun any 
military alliance with Washington that could provoke its giant 
neighbour’s hostility or make the Vietnamese government vulnerable 
to American pressure on democracy and human rights. Rapprochement 
between the two countries is real but so are the limits. n
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United States Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta’s 
June 2012 appearance at Vietnam’s magnificent deepwater 
port, Cam Ranh Bay, was rich in symbolism. In one of his 
many (unanswered) letters to President Harry S. Truman 
appealing for American help in gaining his country’s 
independence from France, Vietnamese revolutionary 
leader Ho Chi Minh proposed a US naval base at Cam 
Ranh Bay. During America’s war against Ho’s Democratic 
Republic of Vietnam, the bay became a major US naval 
and air base: the point of entry for thousands of soldiers 
and huge volumes of supplies. After America left Vietnam 
in 1975, its Cold War enemy the Soviet Union took over its 
former base. Panetta’s visit to Cam Ranh Bay marked an 
important milestone in the ongoing process of US-Vietnam 
postwar normalisation. Indeed, recent increased military 
cooperation between the two nations raises the prospect 
of a genuine rapprochement between once-bitter enemies.

The road to rapprochement has been long and strewn 
with obstacles. The end of the Second Indochina War in 

A convenient detente
US-Vietnam cooperation will continue to grow 
until it reaches a point beyond which it cannot advance 
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April 1975 did not bring peace between the United States and Vietnam. 
Humiliated by a small nation, the world’s greatest power was in no 
mood for conciliation; the United States treated the victorious Vietnam 
as a defeated foe. It extended to all of Vietnam the wartime embargo 
imposed on North Vietnam, refused to pay the “reparations” vaguely—
and conditionally—offered by the Nixon administration in the peace 
settlement, demanded a full accounting of US missing in action, and 
vetoed Hanoi’s application for admission to the United Nations. 
Secretary of state Henry Kissinger, the architect of America’s first 
normalisation strategy, insisted that Vietnam’s worsening relations with 
China and growing dependence on the Soviet Union would in time force 
it to comply with US demands.

For the long term, Kissinger was right, but the immediate result, 
predictably, was stalemate. Hanoi was understandably disinclined to 
surrender to the nation it had bested in war. It demanded payment of 
reparations as a precondition for talks regarding normalisation. A 
serious effort at accommodation during the Jimmy Carter administration 
also ran afoul of the reparations roadblock. As part of an ambitious 
strategy to wind down the Cold War, Carter hoped to reconcile with 
Vietnam. His administration ceased opposing Vietnamese entry into 
the UN, reduced travel restrictions on Vietnamese, and permitted non-
governmental organisations to send aid to Vietnam. It asked only for 
the most complete possible accounting of US missing in action. Badly 
misreading apparent US generosity, the Vietnamese stuck to their 
position on reparations. Aware that he could never get Congressional 
approval, Carter publicly stated that the United States owed the 
Vietnamese nothing. The Vietnamese reacted angrily and in the naïve 
belief that anti-war forces in the United States would compel 
Washington’s acquiescence.                

Normalisation was also the victim of a resurgent Cold War. As the 
United States moved back toward confrontation with the USSR and 
rapprochement with China in the late 1970s, Vietnam turned in the 
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opposite direction, signing a treaty with the Soviet Union, and, in 1978, 
invading Cambodia. The Cold War escalated after the Soviet invasion 
of Afghanistan in 1979, ending any prospect of normalisation.

American attitudes hardened in the 1980s. After a time of national 
amnesia, the war roared back into American life with a vengeance. A 
revisionist school of thought challenged the dovish orthodoxy. President 
Ronald Reagan pronounced Vietnam “a noble war”. Former military 
and civilian leaders insisted that the United States could—and should—
have won by using its vast power decisively. The continued arrival of 
refugees from Vietnam and Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia put a 
moral stigma on Hanoi. Fuelled by reported sightings of live Americans 
behind the Bamboo Curtain, the POW/MIA issue took on a life of its 
own. Sensationalist films such as Rambo perpetrated the myth of 
Americans held captive by Indochinese communists and rescued by 
American superheroes. A potent lobby pressured the US government 
and demonised Hanoi. The United States reverted to its demand for a 
full accounting of its prisoners of war and missing in action and linked 
normalisation to a Vietnamese withdrawal from Cambodia, despite the 
threat of a return to power by the Khmer Rouge. This hard line satisfied 
domestic political needs and punished the victors. Some US officials 
may even have hoped it could force the overthrow of the communist 
regime in Hanoi. Reagan’s successor, George H.W. Bush, laid out an 
elaborate “road map” the Vietnamese would have to take to initiate 
talks on normalisation. Rarely in the history of warfare had a losing 
nation imposed such harsh demands on the ostensible winner. “One 
day Vietnam may overcome the consequences of having won its war 
against Americans,” The Economist observed in 1991. “The Americans 
are putting off this day as long as possible.”

BY the early 1990s, the war after the war had become burdensome for 
both sides. In unifying the country after 1975, Hanoi had imposed a 
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rigid Stalinist economic model with disastrous results. In the late 1980s, 
a more pragmatic leadership launched economic reforms called doi moi 
(renovation), based on designs applied in China and Mikhail Gorbachev’s 
Soviet Union. Doi moi freed up the economy in important ways, 
provided some capitalist incentives, and actively sought foreign 
investment. The new government even loosened some political controls. 
In this changed climate, trade with the United States assumed great 
importance. Vietnam also found itself increasingly isolated 
diplomatically and bogged down in its own quagmire in Cambodia. 
The collapse of the Soviet Union left it without its major ally and 
economic benefactor. Hanoi thus accepted a UN plan for its withdrawal 
from Cambodia. Despite an estimated 300,000 Vietnamese missing in 
action, it began to assist in locating the remains of US servicemen. 
Growing cooperation in this area produced fruitful discussions of other 
issues.

The United States also found incentives for normalisation. For some 
Americans, reconciliation with Vietnam offered the only way to “end” 
a war that had lasted far too long. Public opinion polls revealed growing 
support for normalisation and waning opposition. By the mid 1990s, 
Vietnam had met most of the conditions in the Bush road map. The 
main effect of the continuing embargo was to deny US merchants access 
to the Vietnamese market. American businesses thus increasingly 
lobbied for its termination. Years of investigation, most notably by a 
Senate Select Committee headed by Vietnam veterans John McCain 
and John Kerry, produced no evidence that Americans were being held 
captive.

Having publicly protested the war as a student, Democratic 
President Bill Clinton had to move cautiously toward normalisation. In 
July 1993, his administration stopped blocking international loans to 
Vietnam and placed diplomats in Hanoi to help Americans seeking 
information about missing servicemen. In early 1994, it removed the 
embargo. Later in the year, Vietnam returned to the United States the 
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once proud, now crumbling, bastion that had been its embassy in Ho 
Chi Minh City, the symbol of its powerful presence and its humiliating 
departure. In July 1995, Clinton announced the restoration of full 
diplomatic relations. In an inspired choice, he named as the first US 
ambassador Douglas “Pete” Peterson, a former Air Force pilot and 
POW whose initial stay in Vietnam had been at the notorious “Hanoi 
Hilton” prison. Peterson proved a highly effective agent of reconciliation.

Normalisation produced significant, if limited, results. US 
corporations like PepsiCo, Nike, and United Airlines moved quickly 
into Vietnam. Nike became its largest foreign employer. But by the end 
of the decade, the United States was only eighth among foreign investors 
in Vietnam. The two nations did not conclude a trade agreement until 
1999. Vietnam’s lack of most-favoured-nation status with the United 
States limited the amount it could sell, thus, along with its low per 
capita income, restricting what it could buy.

A Clinton visit to Vietnam in November 2000 was a major step 
forward. The president drew huge and enthusiastic crowds. He did not 
apologise for the war, as some Americans urged, but he did highlight 
the theme that Vietnam was a country not a war, something many 
Americans never quite grasped. He visited a MIA excavation site, but 
expressed concern for the Vietnamese still missing. His stay in Vietnam 
also exposed the sizeable differences that remained. Hanoi insisted that 
the United States assume greater responsibility for the massive problems 
caused by its widespread use of Agent Orange and by unexploded 
bombs and mines. When Clinton gently chided the government 
regarding its human rights record and urged greater personal freedoms 
and opening up to globalisation, Vietnamese leaders charged that a 
still-imperialist America was still trying to impose its will on a sovereign 
nation.
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DURING the first decade of the 21st century, normalisation proceeded 
apace. In 2001, the United States granted Vietnam conditional normal 
trade relations (NTR), lowering tariffs on most Vietnamese imports, 
and the two nations concluded a bilateral trade agreement. Vietnam 
agreed to further liberalise its economy. In 2007, with US support, it 
joined the World Trade Organisation (WTO) and Congress agreed to 
full NTR status. The United States became Vietnam’s largest market, 
by 2009 taking in about 20 per cent of its exports. Two years later, 
trade totalled $176 billion, a ten-fold increase since 2001, with the 
balance heavily in favour of Vietnam. US and Vietnamese trade 
representatives met regularly to discuss areas of contention such as 
American charges that Vietnam was dumping catfish and clothing 
products on the US market at lower prices than domestic and foreign 
competitors and concerns about Vietnam’s failure to protect intellectual 
property rights.

Other economic ties also developed. The United States quickly 
became a major foreign investor in Vietnam. Since 2000 that country 
has become one of the largest recipients of US foreign assistance—$140 
million in 2011. Much of the aid has gone to HIV/AIDS prevention and 
treatment. The US has also committed assistance in promoting economic 
reforms that would bring Vietnam up to WTO standards, deactivating 
unexploded mines, and education.

A series of summit meetings smoothed the emerging relationship. 
Prime Minister Phan Van Khai’s visit to the United States in June 2005 
was the first by a top Vietnamese official since the end of the war. 
President George W. Bush travelled to Vietnam in November 2006. 
Khai’s successor, Nguyen Tan Dung, exchanged summits with Bush in 
2008. While offering the usual paeans to improved relations, the leaders 
discussed trade issues, agreed to send Vietnamese military officers to 
the United States for English-language training, and to allow Americans 
to adopt Vietnamese children. In 2008, Bush and Dung announced the 
beginning of political and military talks. “The consultation and 
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measured cooperation that now characterise Vietnam–US relations are 
unprecedented,” analyst Frederick Z. Brown wrote in 2010.

Legacy issues left from the war still divided the two nations. The 
Vietnamese pressed the US to accept responsibility for and help in 
cleaning up the deadly mess left from the estimated 21 million gallons 
of herbicides, half of it Agent Orange, sprayed across roughly 10 per 
cent of the South Vietnamese countryside and in treating the millions 
of Vietnamese victims of American dioxin. Without formally accepting 
responsibility, the US since 2007 has provided substantial funds for 
dioxin removal and health care for victims. The Hanoi government’s 
extraordinary assistance in seeking the remains of the US MIAs led 
Vietnamese parents to protest that their sons were missing and it was 
looking for Americans. Through technology and access to its records, 
the US began to assist in locating Vietnamese missing.

Human rights issues in Vietnam have loomed large. To the 
consternation of some Americans, the Vietnam Communist Party 
continues to dominate a one-party, authoritarian state. The roughly 
two million Vietnamese in the United States, some of them prosperous 
and most of them critical of the government, have lobbied Washington 
to press Hanoi for political reforms and religious freedom. Some 
Americans have sought to use trade to leverage political reforms in 
Vietnam. Congress and human rights groups regularly introduce 
legislation to punish Vietnam for political repression. At times, the US 
has placed it on a Countries of Particular Concern (CPR) list for 
religious repression.

Vietnam has changed dramatically in the years of doi moi. 
Individuals can engage in private enterprise. Vietnamese enjoy some 
freedom of worship and church membership has increased. The 
government even authorised the construction of a decidedly bourgeoisie 
string of golf courses running from north to south, called the Ho Chi 
Minh Golf Trail. Still, sharp limits remain. The party’s strategy has 
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been to permit some freedom of personal and religious expression, but 
to crack down hard on any people or groups that threaten its power. 
From time to time, the government has specifically targeted minority 
groups in the Central Highlands and the northwest mountain regions 
and those people or organisations that criticise it on particular issues. 
Press freedoms have been restricted and journalists imprisoned. In the 
internet age, pro-democracy bloggers have been shut down. The 
government also closely watches religious groups for signs of political 
dissent and has restricted them in various ways.

VIETNAM and China often boast of being as close as lips to teeth. In 
fact, throughout its history, Vietnam has had a love-hate relationship 
with its larger northern neighbour. While enduring China’s occupation 
for a thousand years, the Vietnamese absorbed its culture, language, 
and institutions. They also fiercely resisted Chinese domination. In 
recent years, Vietnam patterned its economic reforms after those 
adopted by China. Currently, China is its largest trading partner. But 
the two countries also clash over numerous issues. Vietnam has 
protested China’s plans to build enormous hydroelectric dams on the 
upper Mekong River, a waterway vital to the Vietnamese economy and 
ecology. It fears rising Chinese influence in Laos and Cambodia, 
traditionally part of its area of influence. The most heated clashes have 
come over the South China Sea and its numerous islands, vital shipping 
lanes, and potentially vast natural resources. China’s claims to 
“indisputable sovereignty” over the entire region threatens interests 
Vietnam considers vital. The two nations, along with others, have 
asserted conflicting claims to the many islands. China has seized 
Vietnamese fishing boats. In July, over protests from Vietnam and the 
Philippines, it established Sansha City as a way to strengthen its claims 
to islands in the South China Sea. Although it is careful not to provoke 
China, Vietnam sees strategic value in a larger US presence in Southeast 
Asia and closer ties with its former enemy.
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The United States too has substantial trade with China and China 
holds much of its soaring national debt. As a Pacific power, the US is 
also uneasy about China’s assertive claims and its bullying of smaller 
Southeast Asian nations. Some military strategists warn of the dangers 
of China’s growing military and especially naval power. Entangled in 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan since the start of the century, the US 
presence in areas it once dominated has diminished. In a major 2010 
policy shift, the US government announced a “pivot” or “rebalancing” 
back toward a region likely to be the centre of world commerce in 
coming years. While claiming neutrality in the disputes that roil the 
South China Sea, the US has firmly defended freedom of navigation. Its 
position on settling the disputes over islands has been closer to the small 
nations than that of China.

Vietnam and the United States have come a long way since the 
recriminations of the immediate postwar years, but there are limits to 
their budding rapprochement. The US will continue to press Hanoi on 
human rights. In the absence of major concessions, which seem unlikely, 
it will hold back on things the Vietnamese want such as lifting the 
embargo on weapons sales, a presidential visit, and lower tariffs. 
Ironically, the same issue that has pulled the two nations together may 
pose the greatest obstacle to their further accommodation. The 
relationship of each nation with China is so important that neither is 
likely to do anything to jeopardise it. After taking a hard line against 
China in 2010, the US noticeably eased off. Vietnam is a master of 
asymmetrical diplomacy and will seek good relations with Russia and 
China as well as the US. Barring some unexpected development, US–
Vietnam cooperation will continue to grow until it reaches a point 
beyond which it cannot advance. The United States will have access to 
Cam Ranh Bay; it will not have a base there. n
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In early 1833, a United States delegation led by 
Edmund Roberts arrived in Vietnam on the sloop-of-war 
USS Peacock, which anchored in Vung Lam Bay, off 
modern Phu Yen province. As a “special confidential 
agent” of President Andrew Jackson, Roberts proposed 
to sign a treaty of commerce with the Nguyen Dynasty 
but failed in his mission due to misunderstandings caused 
by language barriers and Vietnam’s isolationist policy. It 
took the two countries another 166 years to conclude a 
bilateral trade agreement. Roberts’s failed mission was 
one of the many missed opportunities that, right from 
the early days of their interaction, prevented Vietnam 
and the United States from establishing a stronger 
relationship. 

In the 20th century, the lack of meaningful economic 
interactions and unfavourable conditions during the 
Cold War era put further distance between the two 
countries. Vietnam had the misfortune to be caught up in 
the dire strategic competition between the Western and 
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Eastern blocs as the Cold War intensified in the 1950s. As Vietnamese 
communists succeeded in defeating the French and were about to 
bring the whole country under their rule in 1954, they found 
themselves at the forefront of a US-led Western anti-communism 
containment policy. At the same time, the communist bloc recruited 
Vietnam as an “outpost against imperialism” in Southeast Asia. 
Eventually, Vietnam and America ended up in a bitter war that left 
indelible imprints on both their histories. 

After the war, it took the countries two more decades to repair 
and normalise relations, which they achieved in 1995. Since then, the 
relationship has blossomed at a pace that has surprised many 
observers. The US is now Vietnam’s biggest export market and ranks 
among the country’s top 10 foreign investors. Political relations have 
also developed to a point that there have been calls from both sides 
to elevate the relationship to a strategic partnership. Meanwhile, 
military ties, although still modest, have also been tightened. US 
Defense Secretary Leon Panetta’s historic visit to Cam Ranh Bay on 3 
June 2012 testifies to the strengthening relationship between the 
countries.

Nevertheless, with this historical background in mind, anyone 
interested in the future of US–Vietnam relations would have to 
consider two critical questions. First, as Cam Ranh Bay is not far 
from Vung Lam Bay, Panetta’s visit is reminiscent of Roberts’s mission 
in 1833. Will Vietnam grab the opportunity presented by America’s 
renewed interest in the country to secure a stronger relationship with 
the world’s Number One superpower, or let it slip by, as the Hue 
court did in 1833? Second, against the backdrop of intensifying 
strategic competition between the United States and China, a stronger 
US–Vietnam relationship would inevitably damage Vietnam’s relations 
with China. Will Vietnam be caught in a Cold War 2.0 and fall victim 
to another great-power game?
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UNLIKE the Nguyen period, present-day Vietnam is a much more 
open country. Vietnam’s economic reforms since the 1980s have 
integrated the country into the global economy. In this regard, 
Vietnam considers the United States one of its most important 
economic partners. Investments from giant US high-tech corporations 
like Intel have opened the door to other foreign investors who can 
help the country move up the value-chain and create an innovative 
and efficient economy. Thus, Vietnam is keen to promote its economic 
ties with the United States. Its decision to enter negotiations on the 
Trans-Pacific Economic Partnership is an example of this. 

However, as eager as Vietnam is to improve its relationship with 
the United States, how far it will go remains unclear. First, differences 
in the two countries’ political systems have caused Vietnam to be 
cautious. The Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV) still considers 
“peaceful evolution”—which is code for closer ties with the US that 
might lead to political liberalisation—a major threat to the regime’s 
security. It is the belief of a segment of the CPV leadership that the 
strategy is being used by Western countries, especially the United 
States, to gradually undermine and transform the CPV. Such fears are 
deepened by frequent criticisms of Vietnam’s poor human rights 
record. Many US politicians have even argued that improvements in 
Vietnam’s human rights record should be a precondition of further 
bilateral relations.

Meanwhile, Vietnam is careful not to let developments in US–
Vietnam relations harm its ties with China. The asymmetry of power, 
the condition of geographical proximity, the increasing economic 
interdependence between China and Vietnam, as well as the ideological 
affinity between the two communist parties all tend to make 
Vietnamese policy-makers think twice before making any move that 
may upset Vietnam’s relations with its northern neighbour. In addition, 
a deteriorated relationship with China would unquestionably 
destabilise Vietnam’s external environment and domestic economic 
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development. As economic performance has now become the single 
most important source of the CPV’s political legitimacy, Vietnam 
would not want to go down this path. This points to one thing: 
although Vietnam wishes to promote economic exchanges with the 
United States, it might be hesitant about advancing political and 
military ties with its former adversary. However, actual developments 
in bilateral relations over the past few years point in the opposite 
direction; Vietnam’s interest in furthering political and military ties 
with the United States seems to have deepened even when such 
endeavours may upset China and unnerve a segment of the CPV 
leadership. Although Vietnamese diplomats say that growing US–
Vietnam relationship should be framed within Vietnam’s overall 
foreign policy of diversification and multilateralisation, it is clear to 
most observers that the driving force behind Vietnam’s decision to 
forge a closer relationship with the US is by and large related to 
growing tensions in the South China Sea, where China is becoming 
increasingly assertive in advancing its territorial claims.

WITH competing claims over the Paracels, the Spratlys, and maritime 
boundaries, Vietnam and China are two major rivals in the South 
China Sea dispute. Vietnamese generally view the country’s loss of 
the Paracels to China in 1974, the naval clash with China in the 
Spratlys in 1988, and China’s maritime claim based on the nine-dotted 
line as evidence of China’s expansionism, to which Vietnam has fallen 
victim in the past. China’s recent growing assertiveness—as evidenced 
by the Binh Minh 02 incident in May 2011 (when Chinese vessels 
confronted a Vietnamese seismic survey ship), the recent establishment 
of Sansha (a prefecture-level city under Hainan province to administer 
the islands and atolls in the South China Sea), and China’s offering of 
nine blocks within Vietnam’s exclusive economic zone to international 
bidders in June—further alarms Vietnam of China’s intentions in the 
South China Sea.
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Against this backdrop, Vietnam has moved to modernise its 
military, especially its navy and air force, and specifically to develop a 
deterrent capability against China in the South China Sea. For 
example, since the mid 1990s Vietnam has acquired modern Svetlyak-
class attack-craft, Gepard-class frigates, six-Kilo-class submarines 
(the first to be delivered in 2013), Bastion land based anti ship cruise 
missiles, extended-range artillery munitions, and a substantial number 
of Sukhoi jet-fighters. Nevertheless, given the rapid modernisation of 
China’s military on a much larger scale, the military gap between the 
two countries keeps widening. So even though Vietnam has repeatedly 
emphasised a defense policy of self-reliance, it is in the country’s 
interests to deepen strategic relations with foreign powers to 
compensate for its considerable weakness in relation to China.

In this scenario, the United States turns out to be a preferred 
partner for Vietnam. First, the US is now the only power capable of 
effectively challenging and constraining China’s military ambitions. 
Second, while the perceived threat of “peaceful evolution”, allegedly 
plotted by the US and Western countries, has not brought about real 
dangers to the CPV regime, China’s threat to the country’s sovereignty 
and territorial integrity is much more imminent. And third, while it’s 
true that a closer relationship with the US might upset China and 
bring about negative consequences for Vietnam’s economy, the core 
basis of the CPV’s political legitimacy—rising nationalism and anti-
China sentiment—means that bowing to China’s pressure and putting 
the country’s territorial integrity at stake would be even more 
detrimental to the CPV’s credibility and legitimacy. 

Accordingly, the recent decision by the United States to refocus 
on the Asia-Pacific has been quietly welcomed in Vietnam. The US 
decision would also transform the dynamics of the dispute in Vietnam’s 
favour, at least in the short term. 

Strategically speaking, the South China Sea dispute is now 
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composed of three intertwined layers. The innermost layer involves 
the competition between China and individual ASEAN claimant 
states, including Vietnam. The middle layer is between ASEAN and 
China. The outermost layer is the newly emerging strategic competition 
between China and the United States, of which the South China Sea 
happens to be one of its theatres. Although the United States is not a 
party to the dispute, China’s strident ambitions and growing 
assertiveness in the South China Sea provide the US with an excuse to 
get involved. What the US seeks to ensure through its involvement is 
not just peace or freedom of navigation in the South China Sea, it 
now appears that the dispute is being used by the superpower as a 
convenient tool to contain the rise of China at a regional and global 
level.

The US move obviously aligns with Vietnam’s interests, which lie 
in trying to move the dispute with China to the outer layers so as to 
neutralise China’s superior strength. The US involvement, though 
indirect, is likely to make China act more prudently and less willing 
to use force. In addition, America’s strategic design on China will also 
ease US pressure on Vietnam’s human rights record and provide it 
with an opportunity to promote the bilateral relationship to a higher 
level. 

Vietnam and the United States have recently taken steps to further 
strengthen their bilateral relations, especially in the political and 
military domains. The former enemies are now holding annual 
security, defence, and human rights dialogues. In particular, defence 
ties have and will continue to be improved. During his historic visit 
to Cam Ranh Bay, Secretary Panetta reportedly expressed US 
willingness to help renovate the port and called on Vietnam to grant 
US naval ships, including warships, greater access to the facility. And 
if the current pattern holds, the United States may consider lifting its 
embargo on the sale of lethal weapons to Vietnam in the near future. 
In addition, the countries have also taken steps to build further mutual 
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trust and understanding. For example, since August 2012, a project 
funded by the US has started to clean up dangerous chemicals left 
from the defoliant Agent Orange at a location near Da Nang airport. 
The project is described by US ambassador David Shear as a concrete 
move by the two countries to bury the legacies of the past.

However, while bringing Vietnam significant strategic interests, 
the US–Vietnam rapprochement against the backdrop of deepening 
geopolitical rivalry between the United States and China also presents 
Vietnam with a number of risks, the most serious of which is dragging 
the country into a new great-power game. 

As China steadily develops into a superpower, a Cold War 2.0 is 
likely to emerge in the foreseeable future. Conventional wisdom, 
especially from a realist perspective, would predict that, should 
China’s rise pose serious threats to US global interests, the latter 
would react by seeking to contain the former. In fact, the shift in US 
military focus from Europe to Asia, as announced by Panetta in 
Singapore in June this year, could be seen as an early sign of a 
containment policy. Similarly, at a sub-regional level, growing US 
involvement in the South China Sea dispute since 2010 shows that it 
is seeking to prevent China from realising its maritime ambitions. In 
short, the US is using the “China threat” in the South China Sea to 
rally force and support against China. America’s renewed interest in 
Vietnam, a country occupying an important geopolitical position and 
an historic rival of China, should therefore be framed within this 
context.

Should the Sino–US strategic competition continue to deepen, 
Vietnam, as a neighbour of China and a party to the South China Sea 
dispute, would have great difficulty in maintaining balance between 
the two powers and avoiding the fallouts. As the United States 
rebalances toward the Asia Pacific and deepens ties with countries in 
the region, China will not stand still. Accordingly, China will try to 
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put pressure on Vietnam, to remind the country of the importance of 
a good relationship with China. For example, over the last few months 
there have been reports of China stopping or delaying the importation 
of certain goods from Vietnam for reasons that remain unclear. As 
previously mentioned, China recently established a military garrison 
in the newly-upgraded Sansha city to cover disputed areas of the 
South China Sea. The move is mostly aimed at Vietnam and the 
Philippines. On top of this, China seems to be quietly undertaking a 
diplomatic campaign to influence Cambodia, a long-time friend of 
Vietnam. Cambodia’s refusal, allegedly under China’s pressure, to 
issue a customary joint communiqué reflecting recent developments 
in the South China Sea at this year’s ASEAN Ministerial Meeting in 
Phnom Penh could be seen as a move by China to split Vietnam and 
Cambodia. As good relations with Cambodia are also essential to 
Vietnam’s security, it seems that China knows how to inflict pain on 
Hanoi if it fails to pay due attention to Beijing.

The possibility of Vietnam being drawn into a great-power game 
between the United States and China should not be exaggerated, 
however. It is still dependent on other developments. The most 
important one is how intense the strategic competition between the 
United States and China will be in the first place. Unlike the Cold 
War era, extensive and complex economic interdependence now tends 
to discourage the powers from a Cold War-style confrontation. Future 
developments in the foreign policy of the US, China, and Vietnam 
itself will also matter. For example, in the event that, thanks to 
concessions from China, a Code of Conduct on the South China Sea 
is adopted, Vietnam would feel less willing to deepen ties with the US 
if it came at the expense of its relations with China. 

VIETNAM today, unlike the country of the Nguyen Dynasty 
nearly two centuries ago, does not want to squander another 
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opportunity to strengthen its ties with Washington. However, as Sino-
US strategic competition intensifies, the China factor again emerges 
as the most challenging problem for Vietnamese strategists and foreign 
policy-makers. They are torn between two choices: maintaining a 
good relationship with China and promoting stronger ties with the 
United States. As a small country and a neighbour of China, Vietnam 
does not want to choose between China and America. While the 
consequences of such a choice still remain to be seen, there’s no doubt 
it would be a painful one for Vietnam. n
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The presidency has progressively 
assumed a greater importance in 
American politics. An individual 
president may enter office promising to 
curb the size of government, but the 
temptation to aggrandise his—so far, 
America has not had any female 
presidents, unless you wish to count the 
temerarious Edith Bolling Galt Wilson, 
who effectively ran government as her 
enfeebled husband Woodrow Wilson 
convalesced in the White House during 
his final years as president—power is 
almost always overwhelming. In recent 
decades, presidents have been issuing 
so-called ‘signing’ statements alongside 
bills passed by Congress, allowing them 
to override its intent, substituting their 
own better judgment for that of 
legislators. More legitimately, presidents have the bully pulpit, which 
Congress lacks—the ability to address the nation whenever and 
wherever they please, to rouse it to action, to decry gridlock, and to 
demand that legislators heed the will of the people. 

Yet for all the powers of the presidency, it remains a rather fragile 

Once elected, American presidents 
discover the impotence of office

Presidential in name

Overreach: Leadership in the 
Obama Presidency
by George C. Edwards III
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institution. The number of truly successful presidents in recent decades, 
it must be said, has been rather slender. Richard M. Nixon’s reputation 
may be on the rise, but he was driven from the White House for criminal 
activities. Gerald Ford, widely derided as a cipher, failed to win 
reelection. His successor, Jimmy Carter, is a byword for ineptitude. Bill 
Clinton presided over peace and prosperity, but failed to get any 
significant programs passed. Most recently, Barack Obama, who barely 
managed to get healthcare approved, has found the experience of being 
president rather vexing, attacked by the right for doing too much and 
by the left for not doing enough. Only Ronald Reagan, once reviled by 
Democrats as an addled former movie actor, is now seen as a 
transformative president who restored the economy and won the Cold 
War. What is it about the presidency that makes it such a tempting but 
difficult office to master?

In Overreach, George C. Edwards III, a professor at Texas A & M 
who has written extensively on the modern presidency, pours cold 
water on the notion that presidents can singlehandedly sway debate. 
Not only that. Edwards suggests that the belief that a president can 
move from election to enacting a bold program is largely bogus. Instead, 
the power of presidents is limited. The difficulties that Obama has 
encountered are no aberration, but symptomatic of the impediments 
that any American leader would face.

How can it be, Edwards asks, that Obama, treated as a demigod 
on the eve of ascension to the presidency, was quickly humbled? “How,” 
he writes, “could this bright, articulate, decent, and knowledgeable new 
president have such a difficult time attaining his goals? Did the president 
fumble the ball, making tactical errors in his attempt to govern?” Not 
a bit of it, says Edwards. “The problem was in the strategies themselves—
in the belief that they could succeed.” In essence, Edwards is debunking 
the great man theory of politics—the conviction that presidents can 
radically alter public debate. They cannot. And they are better off 
recognising that truth sooner than later.
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This arresting thesis is relentlessly prosecuted by Edwards. As 
Edwards sees it, Bill Clinton made the romantic mistake of believing he 
could influence the public when he first introduced healthcare reform 
in November 1993, or what quickly became known as Hillarycare. 
According to Edwards, “the president and his aides had greatly 
overestimated their ability to persuade the public to support their 
proposal.” The more they appealed to the public, the faster any support 
they had for the measure dwindled. 

Then there is George W. Bush’s push for social security reform. 
Bush was convinced that he had earned capital with his reelection in 
2004 and boasted that he was going to spend it. But the money was 
never in the bank. The idea was that workers would invest Social 
Security taxes in private accounts. But Democrats successfully suggested 
that Bush’s privatisation scheme would gut Social Security and render 
workers vulnerable to the vicissitudes of the stock market—a warning 
that seemed to acquire even more potency after Wall Street’s crash in 
2008.

It was Obama’s supporters—more than Obama himself—who 
attached an exaggerated importance to his victory. Edwards notes that 
in a press conference on 25 November 2008 Obama was careful to 
note what while he had enjoyed a “decisive win”, it was also the case 
that “46 or 47 per cent” of the country had voted for John McCain. So 
Obama said he would enter office with a “sense of humility and a 
recognition that wisdom is not the monopoly of any one party.” 
Edwards says that, “the president-elect had it about right.” But by the 
time of his inauguration Obama had begun to take a more expansive 
view of his victory: “the stale political arguments that have consumed 
us for so long,” he said, “no longer prevail.” He was wrong. Edwards 
notes that conservative sentiments continued to predominate in polls. 
The US appeared to remain a centre-right country, no matter what 
Obama might hope or his supporters believe.
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Edwards provides a dose of realism when it comes to assessing the 
presidency. But his gelid approach is rather depressing and all but rules 
out the impact of contingency and personality. The presidents that are 
considered great—Franklin Roosevelt and Ronald Reagan—ushered in 
fundamental change. Edwards would suggest that they personified 
rather than drove change. But can the two be so neatly separated? After 
all, Ronald Reagan, to the shock of many of his supporters, reached 
out to Mikhail Gorbachev to end the Cold War. Reagan wasn’t a captive 
of his base, but an audacious old fellow. And for all his emphasis on 
the futility of trying to persuade voters, might Edwards himself 
underestimate the impact that extravagant Republican claims about 
the dire effects of the abortive Clinton healthcare bill would possess 
for the average American? Perhaps the real problem was tactical—the 
bill was drawn up in secret without the participation of leading 
Democrats such as Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan, who denounced 
Hillary Clinton’s efforts publicly.  

And what about Obama? Is it possible that if he wins a second 
term he might go down as a major president beyond his feat as the first 
African-American to win the presidency? Already a counter-narrative 
is beginning to emerge in which Obama’s accomplishments are more 
substantial than his critics have been willing to grant. In The New New 
Deal, for example, Michael Grunwald, a correspondent for Time 
magazine, argues that Obama’s record is much more important than is 
commonly acknowledged. Grunwald believes that the American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act is a great legislative victory. Ditto for 
the Affordable Care Act—or Obamacare, as it is known. Some of 
Obama’s other accomplishments include the withdrawal of troops from 
Iraq and avoiding a major new war.  

Still, Edwards provides a useful corrective to the popular 
misconception that a president can, with a wave of the wand, or, to put 
it more precisely, presidential pen, dictate the course of domestic and 
foreign events. He has no patience with the supporters of Obama who 

BookREVIEWS



Jacob Heilbrunn

American 51 Review

have cudgelled him for not being more bellicose in attacking Republicans 
and in preaching compromise. Edwards concludes with an admonition 
that Theodore Roosevelt wrote to Edward Thayer Mahan on 12 March 
1901: “While something can be done by public men in leading the 
people, they cannot lead them further than public opinion has prepared 
the way.” It is a sentiment whose wisdom Obama would surely endorse 
even as he seeks to overcome it. n
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WorthNOTING

There are three revealing anecdotes 
about Australian opposition leader 
Tony Abbott in The Costello Memoirs, 
which I co-wrote in 2008. David Marr 
quotes two of them in full in his widely 
acclaimed and denounced polemic 
Political Animal, The Making of Tony 
Abbott. But he does not even mention 
the third, although it is the most 
problematic of all and most central to 
Marr’s argument. Let me offer him some 
unsolicited advice.

The first anecdote, on page 19 of the 
Quarterly Essay, is a light-hearted note 
about Abbott the student campaigner 
as recalled good-humouredly by Peter 
Costello. Abbott was organising his 
mates in St John’s College at the University of Sydney to vote for 
Costello in a student election:

Tony settled on a plan … he would assemble them at a nearby 
hotel for beer and then lead them en masse to the rally. But as 
the afternoon wore on, the beer proved far more compelling 
than the rally. They never made it. The vote was lost.

Despite his denials, David Marr has written a political tract 

Marred by deceit

Political Animal. The Making of Tony 
Abbott
by David Marr
Quarterly Essay 47, Black Ink Inc., 
Melbourne 2012
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The anecdote illustrates Abbott the student joker. You can almost 
hear his loud ho-ho-ho laugh in the background. Unlike Costello, Marr 
repeats it deadpan—although he covers the theme in his chapter on 
Abbott as Prince Hal.

The second story is a little more serious. It is on page 63 of Marr’s 
essay and quotes Costello still in good-humoured vein:

Never one to be held back by the financial consequences of 
decisions, he had grandiose plans for public expenditure. At 
one point when we were in government, he asked for funding to 
pay for telephone and electricity wires to be put underground 
throughout the whole of his northern Sydney electorate to 
improve the amenity of the neighbourhoods. He also wanted 
the Commonwealth to take over the building of local roads 
and bridges in his electorate. He wanted the Commonwealth 
to take over hospitals. He used to tell me proudly that he had 
learned all of his economics at the feet of Bob Santamaria. I 
was horrified.

Again Marr is deadpan, although he notes that economic policy 
is an important chink in Abbott’s armour. But he omits one significant 
and sympathetic sentence from the Costello quotation:

Tony always saw himself as something of a romantic figure, a 
Don Quixote ready to take on lost causes and fight for great 
principles.

The third recollection of Abbott in The Costello Memoirs, the 
one which Marr overlooks entirely in his Quarterly Essay, is far more 
important and relevant to his major theme than the other two and 
deals with the issue of whether prime minister John Howard would or 
should have resigned in favour of Costello. 
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Howard had suggested that he would step down before the 2004 
election, but he later changed his mind. Costello publicly declared 
his continuing loyalty to the government. A few weeks later, Joe 
Hockey invited him to his ministerial office for drinks with Ross 
Cameron, Christopher Pyne, and Tony Abbott. The relevant parts of 
their conversation as quoted in The Costello Memoirs are sometimes 
ambiguous but their meaning is clear enough. The passage is best 
quoted in full:

They had been out to dinner together. Howard loyalist Abbott 
made a point of telling me how much the party had respected 
the decision I had made. It was, he said, the right thing to do. 
“If we win the next [2004] election Howard will stand down,” 
he said.

“I expected him to stand down after the last one, Tony. How 
do you know he won’t try to go again if he wins the election?”

“No, mate, this is his last election. That’s clear. He’ll do what’s 
right for the party.”

“And if he tries to go again? Will the party tell him to go?”

“He won’t need to be told. He’ll do the right thing.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

“A few of us will go and see him. He’ll do the right thing.”

“Are you prepared to go and see him?”

“If necessary, but it won’t come to that.”

There is wriggle room in this after-dinner exchange. There are 
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undertakings but not solemn promises. People change their minds as 
circumstances change.

Yet the meaning at the time seemed clear. It goes to the issue of 
Abbott’s credibility and is material for Marr’s big theme that Abbott the 
Political Animal will always put political advantage before principle, 
just like Julia Gillard. It may be that Marr missed its significance, just 
as he says he missed the significance (until alerted by the government 
and its mules in the media) of his anecdote about Abbott’s wild reaction 
to his defeat (his alleged punching a wall next to his female opponent’s 
head) in a student election of 35 years ago. One explanation is that 
Marr is more a literary than a political journalist.

Marr has insisted several times that his Quarterly Essay is not an 
anti-Abbott tract. He protests too much. True, he lists some of what 
he sees as Abbott’s commendable points, such as competence, humour, 
even charm. He also expresses a pious hope that Abbott will reform. 
But the overwhelming thrust of the essay is that if Abbott becomes 
prime minister it will be bad news or worse for Australia. The crowds 
that pack the halls to hear him dissect Abbott clearly and noisily agree 
with him. He has become a leading barker for the Gillard government. 

Yet his criticisms of Abbott are trivial. They are intimated by 
the essay’s title, Political Animal. One of his lines of criticism is that 
Abbott used to be a rough-and-tumble rugger-bugger when he was a 
teenager. Many youths are. It is not a hanging offence. Another is that 
as a raw youth he had “a problem with women.” So do most male 
teenagers. There is no evidence that Abbott has had this problem over 
the past 30 years. But the crowning criticism is that as Abbott climbed 
the greasy pole of politics he has from time to time compromised his 
beliefs, including his Catholic beliefs. Some readers will have to pick 
themselves up off the floor over their shock at this revelation, but most 
of Marr’s many admirers are aware that there has not been a politician 
in the history of the world who has not been a trimmer, a compromiser. 
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Politics is the art of compromise, and we demand that politicians 
compromise. We want them to get things done and not just deliver fine 
speeches. 

Yet this is the essence of Marr’s critique of Abbott. It is essentially 
banal. A few years ago Marr wrote an acclaimed biography of Patrick 
White. He should stick to literature. n  
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He was actually qualified, having once held a job sitting in a box in the 
Psychoauditory Department at Bates. The study was about the thinking 
of the ear—how it talks to the brain to interpret schematic sound 
patterns. Head researcher Gerald Stimm explained what they found 
interesting wasn’t so much his accurate recording of schemes—his scores 
were perfect—but that he didn’t create false patterns. His ear did not lie 
to his brain out of convenience. He was correctly compartmentalising 
tones as they were sent—randomly. Lewiston townie proves star subject.

They’d shut him in a vault large enough for a straight-backed chair 
and a nail to hang his headphones. The walls and ceiling were a pocked 
metal, with the many holes of a cheese grater. The small window in the 
door looked onto the lab, where Gerald played darts. The tones pecked 

Chapter Three: A Carnival Feast
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his head.

While Gerald or Patty studied the results outside, his duty was to 
push one of two buttons, left or right—indicating which sound was 
louder, which initiated first, which lasted longer. Sometimes two tones 
overlapped and he had to consider dual durations. It became rapid-fire 
in every configuration. Session over, he’d slip the headphones off his 
sweaty head while Gerald and Patty conferred urgently. If campus law 
allowed, they’d have locked him in until their thesis was published. He 
found it motivating, trying to beat a computer at audio Pong. His brain 
did laps around his skull waving a racket, swatting beeps.

Gerald and Patty out there, Gerald the dart thrower, pumping his 
wrist, imagining future guest lectures, needing to match his subject tit 
for tat, a bull’s eye every time to score an equal testament.

Then the affair started. Every session, as soon as his door shut 
they’d exit the room, touching each other hastily. They showed him 
how to oversee the experiment himself. After each sequence he came 
out, pushed a few buttons and scampered back. As both subject and 
monitor he began cheating, staying out of the booth altogether and 
playing darts while the tones ran unanswered. Gerald frowned over the 
NO RESPONSE of these read-outs, but quickly shrugged them off as 
dismissive, a natural degree of error. Passion interferes with the job at 
hand.

I followed McKeil out of the shed into a day gone full bright, a 
flamethrower white with figures smudged in the distance. Had to stop 
in my tracks and wait for it to focus.

Mammoth command was configured beside the well. No sign of 
Birch or Muj. McKeil beside me wolfing his goat and nagging me to 
try. Told him I’d wait a bit. What I didn’t say was I’d wait in case he 
doubled over puking.
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A couple other guys were eating too, no one talking, no eyes meeting. 
Whine of bugs from the trees, maybe bats or possums, who knows, they 
didn’t make us take nature courses before they dumped us here.

Sudden movement plaza left. A corporal from Ohio named Hester 
jogging through. Beside him a tiny figure in a burqa. Hester with his 
rifle clutched to his chest, keeping two-step time. Attached at the hip. 
Basic training stuff. She extended a plate and they disappeared behind 
the mammoth.

“What the hell was that?”

“Feast. I’m telling you the goat melts in your mouth.”

“Who’s the girl?”

“Little kid. Who knows? Great service.”

Something airborne. Stream of smoke at the south end of the plaza. 
“Shit”, I said.

“That’s just the roast pit”, McKeil said with sauce on his cheek.

I circled around back of the building and saw a skinned, charred 
goat on a spit over a wood pit. Took another look back and here came 
Hester jogging my way, this time with his girl plus the one I’d chased 
out of the shed. The three of them in perfect lock step. They halted in 
front of me.

“Watch your weapon jackass”, I told him.

“Excuse me?”

“The way that thing’s pointed. Gonna take them out.”
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“Don’t worry about it pal.”

Set there beside the pit was a table of grain pots, bean dishes, reddish-
brown sauces. Wilted greens. Slop feast with flies.

“Why don’t we just move command over here?”, I said.

“Lack of line visibility, according to Birch.”

“Where the hell is Birch anyways?”

“With the pimp.”

The two girls were bunched at the goat, poking at it with prongs. 
Mine spattered a bunch of Arabic at the other. They seemed in some 
sort of a kitchen dispute. How big to make the portions, which dishes 
to serve Americans, which part was most tender, that sort of thing. Two 
more plates loaded, they headed with Hester back to command.

That’s when I saw Birch and Muj in the shade. Birch slumped on 
a stump, Muj standing, smoking, worked up. Showing to Birch what 
looked like a blanket, insisting something. Birch motioning toward 
the little girl server-joggers, shaking his head, saying something funny. 
Spitting. Muj shrugging, puffing his cheeks, jiggling the blanket, making 
a good point, a better bargain.

“You really gotta have some”, McKeil said, his plate full again.

Birch and Muj must’ve finally struck an agreement because they 
came over to give the goat a look. Birch ran a hand along the shank to 
the ribs, cupped it narrow and pushed his fingers in two knuckles deep. 
Felt around like an ass doctor.

“Moist”, he said, flicking the juice.
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Muj gave his blanket a couple snaps, the cloth blotched brown and 
maroon. Hadn’t I seen this thing in the shed? Under the pool table? Muj 
flung it over the goat. Then fast as a swallow he was up and hugging it, 
pressing his head and chest to the torso, mouthing something in whispers. 
Then he unfolded himself and yanked the blanket away, sending a thick 
puff of smoke into the air. He repeated this four or five more times, 
always with the same hugging the blanket, the same timing, the same 
volcano puff.

“I’m pretty sure we shouldn’t allow that”, I said to Birch.

“Just sending for reinforcements, soldier. We’re a little short on tail.”

It’s a lot to take in and always jumbled, but it seems they’ve handed 
out sparklers to the kids. Little spritzing gems that wilt to a dead daisy 
remnant, giving way to flashing pinball machines and a mix of carousel 
rag and heavy metal boom.

Sparklers running through, the blue-silver static, the unending burn.

Also the pop-pop-plink of ducks under a gallery of stuffed elephants.

Beyond that, the paused Ferris wheel, a grapefruit halved and 
shimmering.

Then the live wire suddenly, the kid who’s sampled every candy bar 
in existence, he exudes that speedy knowledge. His eyes won’t stop, his 
anus has struck a toothy smile. Someday he may attempt to inflate a 
balloon from both ends at once and turn himself to taffy.

That’s probably not his sister, but his sitter, letting him do things 
God-forbid not in her genes. He managed to cut the line and smear a 
booger on one of the skillets just to watch it sizzle, and now that the sitter 
has reached the front he’s disappeared. She nonchalantly overturns her 
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plastic bag and a communal portion of fatty ground beef issues forth.

Hot Man keeps an eye on things while presenting his cones of 
cotton candy, front-lit puffs, fibreglass clouds in a Georgia O’Keefe. He 
holds them to the constructed night, to the glow sticks scribbling the air 
green-blue and yellow-red.

A month back Moods transformed the one skillet, punching quarter-
sized holes in a semicircle, candy cones now nooked in each. The other 
plates are mostly for carnival fare, hot dog grillers and fried dough 
sizzlers, though some like the sitter still bring something from home.

His suit is sticky with sugar, coats and coats of it, forever expelled 
here in a gum-chewer’s breath.

The sitter’s mouthing, “Jakey? Jakey?”, casually flipping her hair. 
But Jakey’s back and forth through frame, a red and white striped lemur 
on a vine. Hamburgers or carousel? Jakey can’t decide.

A school of dolphins circles counterclockwise. Twelve. No, thirteen. 
Thirteen that show their backs and arch away on invisible tracks. Two 
women ride the critters, smile and mouth their pleasure, dipping and 
cresting. Spotlights are lashed to poles and the women throw shadows.

Through gunfire and distant screams, he crouches behind his 
outcropping.

Each dolphin rider trails a black veil, two thin runners that sweep 
beyond the perimeter of the rotating stage, lengths of black silk sweeping 
back the crowd.

Moods not in the vicinity. Lately he has a roaming approach to 
managing Hot Man. Burn-centre lawyers await but he won’t buy it. 
“Nah, people scorch themselves in the kitchen every day. They’ll warn 
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their kids. ‘Don’t touch that Mac, it’s hot.’ Second nature.”

Sitter hasn’t brought a spatula, and it hits her dully. Ten pounds of 
burger frying on high; Jakey gives the world the finger and bolts away; 
she walks after him.

The bear-backed men hunch for kill at the counter. Pop-pop-clack, 
ducks the easiest prey next to moose and man, eyes painted wide and 
alert inside the flung metal gates.

The casual, steady way they prop on their elbows and squeeze their 
triggers freezes him to a piece of bent coral.

From the bottom the meat goes from pink to gray. Adobe colours 
of a scented candle, the kind lit for soothing moments. Finally the top 
cracks open and an orange flame leaps up.

Ducks on the pond, the feathery flares, the air popping in his head 
as each clacks over, the canvas exhaling from a flyover, bivouacked 
behind the candy with burger in one hand, hot dogs logged in a jam. A 
moth flutters from one link to the next, blackening perches, silken light 
shot through the wings.

People in line lean and eye the lump of meat, tourists waiting on 
Old Faithful.

The dolphins slide by pure and aquamarine, carnival light washing 
the flanks. The same school always, circling and feeding. And now they 
are riderless.

Moods’ ideas for other attachments have been cast aside for future 
consideration: the steamer, the wok, the waffle iron, the omelette maker.

A dwarf-sized woman with a Playmate cooler breaks the line and 



John Sullivan

American 64 Review

FictionSPECIAL

comes forward. She stands on her toes, peers up hard at Hot Man. He 
blinks an SOS. She unsheathes a spatula from the inside pocket of her 
coat and tends to the burger mound. Flips, caresses, awaits it.

When the sitter returns, it’s perfectly browned, and Jakey’s nippled 
on a soft-swirl cone. She forearms the meat back into her plastic bag 
with the unwrapped buns; as she leaves she deposits it all in a trash can.

Here are the two dolphin women, mid-distance. Somalians. All 
burqas and sandals. Two framed faces softly angled like acorns. At 
liberty here to show their smiles, laughing and clutching each other’s 
sleeves.

Moods is also working on a stockpot; he’ll tuck it into the belly, a 
homey place to heat up his lunches and dinners.

One of the Somalians spots him, a short conference ensues and they 
approach, lifting their trains as though wading in water. When they 
realise there are eyes inside, they stop and giggle, covering their mouths. 
One pushes aside the sticky, plastic puff and peers up to his mask, ducks 
down for a second to brush something off her hem, rises back into 
frame, hands cupped around her chestnut eyes.

She turns, alarmed, and her word filters away.

Spiders unravel silly string through the slot. Tracers in every flavour. 
Whoopdee-doop finger twirls in trajectories and a muffled booming 
that he can only feel, as though his body were a giant ear, plugged in 
safe storage, the ear exposed, the cochlea a living, fleshy slide expelling 
bodies, all hurtling down. Flares signify the positions of bodies other 
than his, and a voice makes commands over the exploding canvas flaps. 
Push aside! Push aside!

By the time Moods jostles forward, Hot Man has blacked out. Bolts 
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are thrown and the suit cracked open. As his body falls forward, the 
two women nurse him to the ground. Gently they lower him to the 
hard-packed earth.
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I thought it was applause when it first started up, erupting from a half-
busted speaker somewhere. Maybe from a fallout megaphone strapped 
to a utility pole like on MASH. I scouted around, eyes high. Nothing up 
except smoky air. But for sure from some place was the applause, a crowd 
really into it, all in agreement, a heavy zealot in the lead, pounding the 
table with rocks in his pockets. Near then far, near then far, like sounds 
across water.

But just the desert playing tricks, because finally it unwound itself 
from the dunes in a funnel of dust, and a girl on a Vespa ripped into 
the plaza. Opposite to everything else stuck here. Hollywood B-movie 
biker chick with a popcorn of pebbles caught in her gearbox.

Older than the server girls, eighteen, nineteen. She dismounted, gave 
a smirk to Birch, a dark nothing to Muj and settled in beside the pool 
table owner. The younger girls scattered like minnows in the sun.

Vespa girl looked round and careful, a sister hen type. She tucked 
her hands up under the armpits of her burqa and pulled out a cue ball, 
examined it close, turned it in the haze, flipped it to Muj. I fingered the 
leathery one in my pocket. Birch nodded for Muj to proceed. The chain 
of command had me baffled again and I wondered, what am I missing 
here?

“We have one man who can hand-pick the virgins”, Muj said. “One 
American man among you who must enter the dark vessel.”

“I’ll enter the dark vessel”, someone offered. Automatic laughter.

Chapter Four: Leave
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“One man among you will slide into the dank, wet chute.”

“Shit I’ll stuff the wet chute.” More laughter, but half-hearted.

“My wife will choose”, he said, under-handing the ball back to 
Vespa. Birch shrugged his shoulders in a tic and the white ball wobbled 
a bumblebee path into my palm. Automatically I put it in my rucksack 
next to the leathery one and heard myself saying, “I don’t want no part 
of this”.

Vespa said, ”An American man will save us from the regime of 
Saddam”.

“Plenty of American men here.”

“None want to save us as you do. You show extra compassion. This 
according to Birch.”

Birch winked at me and I flinched. On top of confused I was now 
feeling paranoid. As I looked from face to face in my regiment, I saw 
conspiracy. The harmless kind, the kind you get at bachelor parties with 
everyone scrounging up three hundred bucks to get the groom a blowjob. 
Men having a laugh in the name of venereal disease. “It’s obviously up 
to you dude,” they told me with so much body language and spit.

Muj skipped over to the well and began cranking the handle. He 
shot a glance back over his shoulder, crazed with excitement. This is 
what everything had been building to for him and it couldn’t happen 
fast enough. Nearly tore off his elbow turning that thing.

A little impatient, we all waited for the full bucket, but in a surprise 
moment a scalp appeared, the black scarf tight to the dome and forehead. 
Seemed to take forever to reach the eyebrows, bristles swooshed like 
Nike marks, and then to her eyes, tied into me from the start, two darts 
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targeted from the rim. And then she rose no more. Must’ve been some 
kind of pulley and lever platform apparatus. Window washer down a 
well.

Then a sweet voice at my elbow. “Soldier?” My little pool hall girl 
staring from her lacquered holes of eyes, holding a plate of food. “You 
want goat now?”

She lifted the dish and all at once I was starved for it, saliva like 
fangs from the roof of my mouth. Had to be the freshest plate of brisket 
I’d ever seen. I undid my chinstrap and unhinged my jaw for bigger 
intake. The plate was smears in a minute.

The eyes from the well widened and sucked at me.

“Do us proud son!” Birch piped from the crowd.

I can’t recall the rest in any reliable way, what with the dark cramps 
and hyperventilating to the point of blacking out any number of times. 
Seems half-dreamed as first dawn thoughts. I lowered myself into the 
well after the girl when she stepped down, indicating with her long 
fingers the outcroppings and dugouts to wedge my boots for stability. 
The rungs rotated clockwise in a sort of spiral staircase arrangement. 
My uniform was instantly sopped through. She had me sit for a moment, 
a stool protruding from the wall in an iron tongue. I leaned back and 
slithered my back into position, aimed my scope down and around and 
down the drain it went, the sweating stone with moss and mushrooms 
like slippery white ledges down to the black pool.

True what they say about mushrooms growing faster in the dark, if 
these were mushrooms. Maybe they were more like those hard, wrinkly 
things that grow around the bases of birch trees in the murkiest part of 
the forest. The little canopies where gnomes and trolls find shelter from 
the never ending drench. My legs dangled freely below me, disembodied 
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roots, not squishing into the laden loam, not quite yet, but wishing 
for it, shaking the cold and yearning like mangrove stalks in the dirty 
non-light. Indirect sun plus my scope beam reflected back from enemy 
canopies, the intention of canopies to offer no lines of sight, no clear 
target, to keep us confined and paralysed.

Under my canopy I’m a can o’ peas. Open me up and spill my guts, 
gut me from my throat to knees. I’m a sack o’ water can o’ peas.

We walk on water while we hunt, we creep on floating beds of 
ground cover that suck us to the knees. Wild boars are toughest in 
wettest weather, the footfalls silent on the peat, the soft snap of pine 
needles merciful and below earshot. A muddy, stinkball mist is released 
with every step and adheres to our treads in jagged clay moulds.

She had climbed back up to settle directly across from me. Not my 
Pool Girl and not Vespa, but Well Woman.

“Have you made yourself comfortable?”

There was a fountain running inside my helmet, so I tilted it back 
and nodded.

“What’s going on?”

“You are here to pick virgins.”

“I think I’d better head back up.”

“It is safe. Stay here. Lock your eyes on mine and you will return 
to this.”

“What? I don’t understand.”
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“Did you enjoy the feast?”

“Feast?”

“Did you try the goat?”

“I had a whole plate. You saw. I saw you watching.”

“I saw that you enjoyed it. That you had waited is one reason you 
were chosen. You are not a glutton. You are patient. You will save us 
one by one by staying.”

“I want to go home now.”

“First I must explain about this well.”

My eyes had adjusted to the dark. Without trying, with more like 
slipping, the well girl and I had scrabbled down a few more outcroppings. 
The cold struck into my bones as she gave me history. Turned out to 
be the only well for a long ways around. It used to be an oasis, but to 
capture it for humans and to discourage desert beasts, they’d engineered 
an official well. A mica stone well she said, “mineral-chipped” with a 
leak of healing qualities.

There’d been a neighbouring tribe who’d invaded and killed several 
of their men, hung their bodies in the public square for weeks. Many 
women had been taken and raped, but when the surviving men returned, 
they reclaimed the well along with the women, slaughtering whole 
hoards of enemy children in the process. The outcroppings, footholds 
and stools had been added to the well’s inner wall over subsequent years 
to serve as hiding spots, in case the marauding tribe ever dared come 
back. In case of such an emergency, an orderly process for descending 
into the well had been devised for the town’s young women. The walls 
now had sitting spots for twenty potential survivors.
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“As you can see.”

My scope prodded into the darkness below and spotted a few more 
of the wrinkly mushroom platforms. Flat, white shelves descending. 
Then one of them blinked. Another sparked a pupil. Not mushrooms. 
Upturned faces. My scope circled down the spiral. Deeper and deeper, 
smaller and smaller faces, veiled and peering up, eyes begging.

“What the hell?”

“Your virgins,” Vespa said. “To be saved.”

The girl’s eyes to the goat’s eyes, the goat’s eyes back to the girl’s 
eyes. Goat’s head had crash-landed in my lap after the explosion. Eyes 
marbled brackish green and popping out zeroes. Rescued from skinning 
and the roasting pit, mercifully beheaded in the blast. Spinal cord still 
attached like a wet electric cable. First came the high pitch drone, I 
knew what that meant. Someone may have yelled to take cover. The 
clack-clack-clack, the secondary whine and impact, the futile clack-
clack-clack of rifles at the ready firing aimlessly or armlessly, but mine 
is in the deep dark place and she is nodding at me over the clack-clack-
clack, Morse code for “How am I the fuck alive?”. One long hammering 
above, with her eyes stamping me down to duck. Goat’s eyes tell me I’m 
lucky not to be dead too.

“Inside, you will be saved in our company.”

In my well I can’t be heard and the swamp has been pressure-
sucked toward the rim, seeking sulphur, manure, new smoked flesh. The 
boundary waters ebb below my feet while the sponge of everything I’ve 
been hunting has scampered away and decayed under a hillock. No use 
fighting for now, so I slither into an upright hollow, into a rotten tree of 
moss. I am supported, solid and buoyant.
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A single bulb glows in the storage car ceiling. The refrigerated car. 
The bulb blooms across the surface of his mask, sheds light across the 
slatted sky. Totally Hot Man travels by train, flat on his back. He is 
going home.

Moods has reviewed the paperwork. With help from the porter, he 
slid Hot Man in on rollers. Life is easier on rollers, no more standing 
and scooting or hiding; just respite now, a prostrated remainder.

In the car with him are boxes upon stacked boxes of roses, not for 
him, but being shipped from California to the world; there happened to 
be an overage of freight space beside his vessel. And ice cream cakes; an 
entire half of the car is filled with brown and white boxes of Hendricks 
Famous ice cream cakes.

Ice cream dreams, long stem reds and Hot Man on his back in the 
100-watt display. He cannot feel his arms or legs in the cold compartment, 
cannot see his breath transformed to steam. All that’s left for him is rest 
at the end of the line; his parents have been informed of his arrival time 
and will be duly honoured in the conscripted way. They will unbolt the 
suit on the platform; Moods will be there to help, for now he sits in an 
economy class coach filling out the last of the necessary forms.

He is polished to a fine veneer. A shattered, oily light spreads across 
his mask and down the landscape of his suit; all is scrubbed to a cast 
of mineral smears.

Moods will console his parents. He can finally rest. After what he’s 
been through, he deserves it; he needs their prayers now. They will bend 
over his suit, ceremoniously unscrew the travel bolts and snap back the 
sarcophagus clasps. He will emerge again, decorated and free. 

The end
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 James Fallows speaks to William Galston, University 
of Maryland professor and senior fellow at the  
Brookings Institution, about increasing political  

polarisation in America and its remedies

William Galston

“Political risk analysis used to be something that American analysts did 
about foreign countries, now it’s something foreign analysts do about 
us.”

“The United States is the only advanced industrial democracy where 
the elected officials get to choose their voters, rather than the other way 
around.”

Excerpts from the interview
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Does social media help start wars or stop them? This has lately become a 
topical question, not least as China and Japan face off over the contested 
islands and resources of the East China Sea.

For these two nations are not only major economic and military 
powers, they are also giants in the new world of social media, with large 
proportions of their populations relying increasingly on large online 
networks of microblogs to produce and consume information.

At first glance, one might assume that social media is no friend to 
peace. After all, it provides a vast and virtual coward’s castle, where 
millions of angry nationalist individuals can vent their meanest thoughts, 

People’s diplomacy
Can social media calm the waters 

between Japan and China?
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saying things from a distance and in aggregate that many of them would 
never dare say individually to a foreigner’s face.

It also works as a toxic echo chamber, allowing hotheads to read 
each other’s rants, including those emanating from the other side. And 
the 140-character limit of Twitter and its ilk is not exactly ideal for 
conveying nuance and putting international differences into conciliatory 
context.

In these circumstances, a language barrier is sometimes a blessing. 
This view is borne out by a reading of the often bitter and adversarial 
comment streams of some English-language online publications about 
security issues in Asia. It makes one wonder what sort of inflammatory 
drivel German and French microblogs would have carried in the first 
few decades of the 20th century, had they existed.

On the other hand, social media is allowing large numbers of 
individuals to circumvent the filters, rigidity, and staged hostility of 
official state media and official rhetoric. Indeed, social media has played 
something of an ameliorative function as a forum for people’s diplomacy 
during the latest tensions in North Asian waters.

No amount of tweeting can conjure up fellow-feeling if little 
commonality exists to build upon. But social media can do more than 
traditional channels in reflecting the true diversity of opinion in both 
societies—and to give cooler heads a hearing.

For it is not as if all or even most of China’s 300 million Weibo users 
are hardline anti-Japanese jingoists. And in North Asia, the microblog 
may even bring a diplomatic advantage absent elsewhere in the world: 
it can say more. A considerable deal more substance can be conveyed 
in 140 characters in Chinese than in the same number in the Roman 
alphabet—basically a paragraph as opposed to a sentence.
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The aftermath of the 2011 earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear disaster 
revealed the first signs that social media might actually advance Sino-
Japanese coexistence and understanding. To be sure, some of the least 
savoury denizens of China’s netizen community began by applauding 
the catastrophe that had befallen Japan. But these voices were soon 
overmatched by words of sympathy for the ordinary Japanese, respect 
for the relative orderliness of their response to crisis, and rumblings 
about how poorly Beijing would likely have coped with a similar shock.

Fast-forward to late 2012, and it is striking how complex and 
reflective have been the Chinese social media narratives about the 
maritime confrontation with Japan.

Admittedly, the Weibo conversation is a monologue when it comes 
to the territorial question—nobody in China is prominently questioning 
whether it is right or wise to be prosecuting claims to the disputed 
Senkaku/Diaoyu islands, even at the risk of conflict.

But beyond this, many flowers have bloomed. When in September 
thousands of Chinese took to the streets to smash Japanese shops and cars 
and intimidate Japanese nationals, many others took to the internet to 
express outrage and dismay at this behaviour. Some warned that China’s 
international reputation was being wrecked by mobs reminiscent of the 
Boxer Rebellion or the Cultural Revolution. A few even urged vigilante 
crowd-sourcing of photographic evidence to identify the hooligans and 
help shame the police into cracking down.

Some observers have detected a class divide here—with a new sense 
of middle class embarrassment at the thuggish and counterproductive 
ways their working class compatriots vent anti-Japanese anger.

But it may be too soon to chalk up a victory for peace, love, and 
Weibo. When Japanese celebrity and sometime porn actress Sola Aoi tried 
to turn her enormous popularity in China into an asset for diplomacy, 
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by urging her millions of Weibo fans to embrace peace, the response 
was immediate and mixed. Her plea for friendship between Chinese and 
Japanese people drew plenty of re-tweets, but also a vicious nationalist 
backlash. Social media alone is not going to make the difference whether 
Asia’s giants make love rather than war. n

 

Follow the author on Twitter @Rory_Medcalf
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Twilight has come to the lonely superpower. We are witnessing the 
beginning of the end of the era of American primacy. The emergence 
of China and India in the East, Brazil in the South and a German-
dominated EU within the West has precipitated a steady sapping of 
America’s strength relative to the rest of the world. Economic malaise 
and an overextended and overused military is hastening that power 
shift. The winner of November’s election must not avoid or obfuscate 
the redistribution of power in the world. It is, for the sole superpower, 
the single most salient issue in foreign relations.

The end of American primacy is not, however, a Jeremiad. Unipolarity 
has not been uniquely peaceful or prosperous for the United States. 
Indeed, it is not by chance that the “unipolar moment” has coincided 

America, all alone
Why November’s winner should seek multipolarity
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with America’s fall from grace. A strategy with the intent of perpetuating 
dominance is mistaken. 

The top priority for next year’s president should be to forge a 
multipolar world. An international system built upon spheres of 
influence will be far less parlous for America, not to mention the rest 
of the world. But such a policy would come as a profound shock to a 
public still enamoured with the idea that America has an exceptional 
role in world affairs. The right foreign policy is not the easy one; it will 
require real political temerity.

UNIPOLARITY AND ITS DISCONTENTS

The collapse of the sclerotic Soviet empire in 1991 heralded the beginning 
of a unipolar world. Since then, American power has gone unrivalled in 
the international system. No state or coalition of states has been able to 
effectively challenge American primacy. While American influence has 
certainly not been total, it has enjoyed truly global reach that has been 
backed by the world’s biggest economy and most powerful military.

Most Americans and many sympathetic foreigners see that primacy 
as benign. For them, it is a “benevolent global hegemony”, as William 
Kristol and Robert Kagan wrote. Yet, the US has been at war in 
Afghanistan for more than a decade now. It only just left Iraq. And the 
George W. Bush administration should not be seen as an aberration; 
George H.W. Bush sent thousands of American troops into Somalia and 
the Gulf, Bill Clinton used military force against Serbia and Iraq, and 
Barack Obama has ordered air strikes in Libya, Pakistan, and Yemen. It 
was during the years of unrivalled power that America was the victim 
of the terror attack on September 11, 2001. On an empirical level, 
unipolarity has certainly not been peaceful. 

Rather, conflict has been the corollary of dominance. On a basic 
level, unipolar systems are more uncertain and therefore more prone to 
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spiralling into tension and war. In the anarchic international system, all 
states are opportunistic and seek gains where possible. In a multipolar 
system, the various poles deter nations from acting in a rogue manner. 
But in a unipolar system—in which the hegemon cannot enforce 
order in every region and no state can police the hegemon’s actions—
opportunism abounds. States act more aggressively because they think 
they can get away with it. America’s wars of the 1990s against Saddam 
Hussein’s Iraq and Slobodan Milosevic’s Serbia were initiated because 
those nations believed that the US would not mind if they moved their 
borders a little. America’s war against Iraq in the 2000s was allowed 
to happen because the international system had no checks against the 
superpower. A descent into violence is quite a predictable consequence 
of any unipolar world. 

But this has not been an ordinary unipolar world. America is a unique 
superpower; its open political system shares a porous border with its 
lively political discourse. The voters are mercurial masters, and if they 
support an idea—however fleetingly—it can enter the halls of power. 
During the 1990s in America, hegemony begot hubris. The absence of 
external constraints on the exercise of American power created a sense of 
invulnerability. In that heady time, ambitious neoconservative doctrines 
evolved, which recommended an active and unilateralist foreign policy, 
stressing the messianic element of American exceptionalism. It was 
assumed that it was America’s manifest destiny to enforce order and 
foment democracy in the forgotten regions of the globe. With the Bush 
administration, those ideas came to the White House, and the war of 
choice in Iraq followed. The arrogance of being the sole superpower led 
America to tragedy. Unipolarity has cost America dearly, in blood and 
treasure and prestige. What, then, is the alternative?

THE WISDOM OF MULTIPOLARITY

After close to a decade of traumatic and expensive interference on the 
Vietnamese peninsula, President Richard Nixon began to acknowledge 
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the emergence of a multipolar world. Today, such observations are laced 
with apocalyptic language. But Nixon, backed by the effusively realist 
Henry Kissinger, saw strategic benefit in the emerging new world. He 
told Time in 1971, “I think it will be a safer world and a better world if 
we have a strong, healthy United States, Europe, Soviet Union, China, 
Japan, each balancing the other.”

Nixon was right then, and he is still right now. An international 
system of multiple spheres of influence, each dominated by a major 
power, is the best way to guard against aggression and disorder. Through 
mutual deterrence, major powers act as pacifying influences upon one 
another. And the interest major powers have in ensuring order in their 
sphere of influence encourages them to rein in aggressive small states 
that are in their orbit. 

For some, the idea of a multipolar world is still tainted by the 
catastrophe that was early 20th century Europe. The fields of the Somme 
are marked by graves because, with the death of a prince in June 1914, 
the tensions that existed between the major powers erupted. However, 
the problems that plagued the European balance of power system will 
not wreak havoc upon a multipolar 21st century world. The sheer scale 
of major power interdependence is so great now that the incentives 
for cooperation outweigh those for conflict. China will not play war 
games in Asia if it thrusts millions of its citizens back into poverty. 
Multipolarity is the best guarantee of peace in our time. 

Concomitantly, the United States does not require hegemony for 
prosperity. It is often thought that America’s global military presence has 
ensured the success of its corporations around the world. “The hidden 
hand of the market will never work without a hidden fist”, wrote Tom 
Friedman in 1999. To the contrary, China has shown in recent years 
that it is the carrot rather than the stick that ensures open, receptive 
economies. In Africa, Chinese development packages have preceded 
favourable investment contracts. And immediately after World War 
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II, the US demonstrated that neither was necessary; soft power could 
underwrite cooperation. 

In fact, it is America’s expensive, expansive global interests that are 
ballooning an already crippling national debt. Serious budget hawks 
recognise that it is essential to cut defence spending—likely by bringing 
home many of the 300,000 US troops stationed abroad, shifting military 
burdens on to allies, and not upgrading its weapons arsenal as often. 
Retrenchment can replenish a weary economy. And that should be the 
first priority of next year’s president. 

THE URGENCY OF CHANGE

Elections are more often of mice than men. Timidity and populist 
pandering are all too commonplace. This year’s presidential election 
has been no exception to that rule. Neither President Obama nor Mitt 
Romney has been willing to acknowledge that the US is in relative 
decline, that it no longer has the power to sustain a Pax Americana. 
The American public is still very much devoted to the idea of America’s 
manifest destiny, and in an election year they are courted rather than 
confronted. 

Obama has knelt before the altar of Kennedy, embracing a muscular 
globalism that aims to protect American primacy through alliances 
and discreet military action, while Romney’s rhetorical lodestone has 
been Reagan’s crusading foreign policy, clothing hawkish stances in 
the Manichean language of good and evil. Both candidates have shied 
away from an honest appraisal of American foreign relations, preferring 
instead to beat the drums of war to ephemeral issues such as Iran’s 
bomb and China’s currency.

Of course, American decline will not wait for political convenience. 
Even if it did, next year’s occupant of the Oval Office should not delay 
in forging a multipolar world. Unipolarity has been a curse upon 
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the sole superpower; primacy has not delivered its promises. Just as 
Roosevelt and Truman made the American world, so must the winner 
of November’s election unmake it. n

This essay was the winner of the United States Studies Centre’s 
inaugural student essay writing competition.
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