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Before the tragic downing of Malaysia Airlines Flight 17, much of the 
world was not particularly anxious about Russia. Despite the warnings 
of Hillary Clinton and Zbigniew Brzezinski to the contrary, most people 
did not believe Vladimir Putin represented the reincarnation of Adolf 
Hitler. If Russia posed the same kind of threat to European order today 
that Nazi Germany did in the 1930s, the West would have responded 
more forcefully to Russia’s invasion of the Crimean peninsula and its 
incursions in eastern Ukraine this year. 

But since 17 July, attitudes have changed dramatically. Today, fears 
about Russia’s aggression are rising and calls to punish President Putin 
are growing. The reason for the shifting mood is easy to discern. All 
the available evidence indicates that the separatists in eastern Ukraine 
were responsible for launching the surface-to-air missile that killed 298 
souls, including 37 Australian citizens or permanent residents, on board 
the Malaysian passenger jet this northern summer. The incident was 
probably a military blunder, not a war crime. But by failing to cooperate 
fully with an international inquiry and recovery efforts, the Russian-
backed insurgents are casting the Motherland as an international pariah. 

A cursory review of newspaper editorials around the world 
highlights Moscow’s fragile position. The episode, warns the Wall Street 

The tragedy of western diplomacy
The Russian separatists who downed a 

Malaysian passenger jet are rightly in the 
global doghouse. But what caused the 

Ukraine crisis that sparked the tragedy?
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Journal, ought to be “a moment of moral and strategic clarity about the 
threat that Vladimir Putin’s regime poses to world order.” “Russia did 
it and Mr Putin must pay, politically and economically,” demands The 
Sunday Times of London. “Getting tough with the Russian bully is long 
overdue,” urges The Australian. Putin “must stop interfering in Ukraine 
[and] disarm the rebels… US and European disarray over confronting 
him must stop.” The Bear, we are told, is on the prowl again, and it must 
be put back in its cage. 

I take a special interest in this controversy because I am one of few 
Australians who embraced what is known as the foreign-policy realist 
approach to Russia after the downfall of the Yanukovych government in 
February. In my last column for American Review, in writings for The 
American Conservative and ABC’s The Drum, and lectures elsewhere, I 
have argued that the United States and the European Union share most 
of the responsibility for the Ukrainian crisis. Other realists in the United 
States, such as John Mearsheimer (University of Chicago), Stephen Walt 
(Harvard University), Ian Bremmer (Eurasia Group) and Stephen Cohen 
(Princeton University), make the same points. 

By expanding NATO eastwards in the Clinton and George W. Bush 
eras, and by helping bring down a democratically elected, pro-Russian — 
albeit corrupt and thuggish — government in Kiev, the West has needlessly 
poked at the Russian bear. It has repudiated the implicit agreement 
between presidents George H.W. Bush and Mikhail Gorbachev in the 
early 1990s that the Atlantic security alliance would not extend into 
Eastern Europe and the Baltics. In so doing, Washington and Brussels 
have upset the sensibilities of the Russian people and political elites alike. 

Let’s be clear: the aim of realists has not been to defend anything 
Putin has done, but simply to explain what is going on. It is imperative 
to understand what has caused this crisis to have any hope of trying to 
solve it. For if you understand what is motivating Putin, his behaviour is 
easy to understand, which is not to say you have to like it.
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So what caused this crisis? The conventional wisdom in the West 
blames Russian aggressiveness. Today, eastern Ukraine; tomorrow, Kiev; 
the day after, who knows? But a more plausible explanation points to 
the West’s efforts to peel Ukraine from Russia’s strategic orbit. That 
was guaranteed to cause big trouble as leading realists such as George 
Kennan and Owen Harries predicted in the mid-1990s.

Above all else, Putin believes that Washington and Brussels are bent 
on integrating into the West an area that Moscow has deemed as its 
sphere of influence well before Lenin and Stalin appeared on the scene, 
and he sees Ukraine’s move out of Russia’s strategic orbit as an existential 
threat to Moscow. What has happened over the past few months confirms 
his views on the matter. What has happened since MH17, moreover, is 
likely to reinforce his belief that the Ukrainian government is driving 
the violence, destabilising a deeply divided country and, according to 
Stephen Cohen, killing up to three thousand civilians and creating a 
largely untold refugee crisis. In response, the rebels are trying to shoot 
down western-backed Ukrainian warplanes that fail to heed the cease-
fire. It was in this context that 17 June tragedy took place. 

In an article in the forthcoming Foreign Affairs magazine, John 
Mearsheimer argues: 

Anyone with a rudimentary understanding of geopolitics should 
have seen this crisis coming. After all, the West was moving into 
Russia’s backyard and threatening its core strategic interests. 

“It is imperative to understand what 
has caused the crisis, which sparked 

this tragedy, to have any hope 
of trying to solve it.”
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Moscow made this point emphatically on numerous occasions, 
Still, hardly anyone in the United States or Europe saw the train 
wreck coming.

The prevailing wisdom in the West argues that Putin is bent on 
creating a Greater Russia, which means annexing territory in Ukraine 
and even Eastern Europe. If that were true, where were the signs of his 
intentions to invade Crimea before the downfall of the pro-Russian 
Ukrainian government in February? Moreover, why hasn’t Putin taken 
over the rebel strongholds of Luhansk and Donetsk? He would need to 
commit the Russian army to invading eastern Ukraine, something that is 
widely unpopular in Russia. 

The West will continue to put Putin under intense pressure to 
withdraw his support from the rebels in order to de-escalate the crisis. 
But given that Putin cannot tolerate Ukraine’s move to the West, and 
given Kiev’s intent to squash the insurgency, he may feel he has no choice 
but to back the rebels in Ukraine no matter what. To abandon them 
would damage his credibility and prestige among a majority of ethnic 
Russians in Ukraine and the mainland. 

Will Putin cave into Western demands? He is prepared to cooperate 
with demands for a binding UN Security Council resolution for an inquiry 
into the MH17 tragedy and its aftermath. But it is also possible that this 
crisis could get worse before it gets better. Putin could double down, just 
as the Americans and most likely the Europeans might double down. In 
these circumstances, accidents and miscalculations in the region could 
spiral into a dramatic escalation of the conflict. It’s for these reasons that 
Stephen Cohen believes the world is on the verge of a Cuban Missile 
Crisis of the 21st century. 

What distinguishes Moscow’s calculations from those in the United 
States and Europe is that Ukraine is a matter of intense strategic 
importance. Ukraine, after all, is a buffer state for Russia: it is a huge 
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expanse of flat land that powerful nations such as Napoleonic France, 
Imperial Germany, and Nazi Germany have crossed to strike at Russia 
itself. “There is no way Putin or any other Russian leader is going to 
tolerate a military alliance, which was Moscow’s mortal enemy until 
recently, moving into Ukraine,” argues Mearsheimer. “Nor is any Russian 
leader going to stand idly by while the West backs a coup in Kiev that 
puts a government in place that is hostile to Moscow and determined to 
integrate Ukraine into the West.” 

To say again, we Westerners may not like Moscow’s conduct, but 
we should understand the logic behind Putin’s calculations. Imagine 
how Washington would respond if another great power extended its 
military alliance to Central America or interfered in the internal affairs 
of northern Mexico. 

Moreover, neither the Europeans nor the Americans are panting for 
a new Cold War with their old strategic nemesis over a region where no 
US army has even fought before. Although American views of Russia 
are less positive today than at any time in the past century, few consider 
Putin’s military incursion in Ukraine a critical threat to the United States. 
According to a recent Chicago Council survey, only 30 per cent of the 
American people support US military intervention in Ukraine if Russia 
invades the rest of the country. In short, Ukraine is not a core strategic 
interest for Washington or Brussels, but it remains one for Moscow. 

For the West to further isolate Russia while at the same time escalating 
military support to Ukraine would be an act of folly. Russia is a declining 

“Only 30 per cent of Americans support 
US military intervention if Russia invades 

the rest of Ukraine.”



Tom Switzer

American 10 Review

AmericanOPINION

great power, but it maintains a huge arsenal of nuclear weapons. If made 
desperate and humiliated further, it could be dangerous, like a cornered, 
wounded animal. Meanwhile, Washington needs Moscow’s help in 
Afghanistan, Syria, and Iran. A US-led isolation of Russia could drive 
Moscow and Beijing closer together — hardly in America’s interest. 

So far from doubling down on their existing policies — extending 
economic sanctions and escalating military support to Kiev — or 
punishing Russia to deter further aggression, Washington and Brussels 
should recognise that Putin’s conduct might be motived by legitimate 
security interests. He wants Ukraine to be neutral, not part of NATO, 
and its government to grant minority rights to the ethnic Russians in the 
nation’s east. 

There is no question that the downing of the Malaysian passenger 
jet on 17 July was a great tragedy. The international community wants to 
make sure such events never happen again. People around the world, not 
least Australians who lost 37 people, have been understandably angry 
about the Kremlin’s failure to respond satisfactorily to this crisis. But the 
key to a diplomatic resolution is to remain cool, analytical, and try to 
figure out what caused this crisis. If political and opinion leaders fly off 
the handle and don’t think systematically about these issues, the West’s 
response — more sanctions against Russia, increased military support to 
Ukraine — is only going to make a bad situation worse. It is time to take 
a deep breath and reflect on how we got to the point where a tragedy 
like this could happen. n



Reviewed by Hugh White 
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For a long time Australia’s alliance with 
America was one of the most contested 
issues in Australian political and public 
life. The debates really began in the late 
1950s and early 1960s, when a US Navy 
communication station built at North 
West Cape drew Australia closer into 
the global strategy of America’s Cold 
War, while differences over Indonesia 
and West Papua raised questions about 
US reliability as a defender of Australia’s 
interests as we saw them. Then came 
Vietnam, Pine Gap, nuclear warship 
visits, MX missile tests, and Star Wars.

For thirty years, these issues kept 
the alliance at the centre of domestic 
political debates. Then quite suddenly, 
in the early 1990s, that dropped away. The alliance became uncontested 
ground. 

It is easy to see why: the Cold War was over, America was enjoying 
unchallenged global leadership, its commitment to Asia was secure, 
and, above all, its leadership in Asia was uncontested. In this world, 
our alliance with America cost Australia little and delivered a great 

The former prime minister is right to question the 
bipartisan complacency about the US–Australia alliance, 

but he overstates his case for abandonment

Strategic overreach

Dangerous Allies
by Malcolm Fraser, with Cain Roberts
Melbourne University Press, 2014
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deal. Australia showed its worth as an ally by sending small contributions 
to short and successful US-led operations in and around the Middle 
East, and in return we felt assured that America would continue to 
keep Asia stable and Australia safe. What was there to debate?

The emergence of this deep consensus about the alliance was 
symbolised and reinforced by the establishment in the early 1990s of 
the Australian American Leadership Dialogue. The Dialogue exposed 
emerging political leaders to a view of the alliance as something that 
transcended politics and even policy. It encouraged the view that the 
alliance was rooted in, and was indeed essential to, Australia’s national 
identity. And it encouraged the idea that no one who wanted to be 
taken seriously in Australian political or policy debates would question 
the alliance as the immutable foundation of Australia’s foreign and 
strategic policy, or doubt that US policies would always serve Australia’s 
interests. 

Malcolm Fraser never signed up to any of this. In the 1990s he 
moved completely against the trend by starting to argue that the alliance 
is not in Australia’s interests and should be abandoned. He has sustained 
and developed that position ever since, and now he has written, with 
Cane Roberts, an important book that sets out his argument at length 
and in some detail. 

The reaction to Dangerous Allies tells us more about the state of 
debate about the alliance than it does about the quality of Fraser’s 
arguments. Most of his critics dismiss the book because it rejects the 
alliance orthodoxy without engaging its arguments. That is a big 
mistake.

I disagree both with Fraser’s basic proposition that we should 
abandon the alliance, and with many of his specific points. But on one 
big issue Fraser is surely correct, and his critics are surely wrong. 

BookREVIEWS
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Australia cannot assume that the alliance will continue to work for 
us in future as it has in the past. There is a real risk that it will fail one 
way or another. How this might happen, what we can do to prevent it, 
and what we would face if it happens anyway are all strategic-policy 
questions as important as any we have faced in our history. So far our 
political system, as well as our commentariat and universities, have 
largely failed to address them, and that poses a real danger to Australia’s 
future. 

The first thing Fraser gets right is to place Australia’s present 
choices about the alliance in their historical context. Much of Dangerous 
Allies is devoted to an interesting exploration of what he calls Australia’s 
“alliance dependency” since Federation. Some of the experts will 
disagree with parts of his account, but it repays careful reading. Fraser 
has been thinking deeply about Australian and global strategic questions 
for a very long time, and many of his observations show real strategic 
insight. Above all, his historical survey conveys a vital message: 
Australia’s great alliances have never been based on blind faith or pure 
emotion. They have been underpinned by a sense — more or less clearly 
grasped — of Australia’s unique strategic interests and objectives, and 
an assessment of how our great and powerful friends could help achieve 
them. He argues that for much of our history Australia had no choice 
but to depend on Britain and America if we were to negotiate the 
formidable strategic challenges of the 20th century. He shows how 
Australia’s alliances have been based ultimately on the contingent 

BookREVIEWS

“Fraser’s rosy view of China means he 
overlooks the value to Australia of keeping 

the United States engaged in the region 
to balance Beijing’s power.”
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alignment of our interests with our allies’ — not on some semi-mystical 
congruence of values and identities.

The second thing Fraser gets right is to identify how, over the past 
few decades, Australia has become more strategically dependent on the 
United States than ever, both psychologically and practically. Australian 
political leaders today, both Labor and Coalition, are more willing than 
their predecessors in the 1970s and 1980s, or even in the 1950s and 
1960s, to assume that Australia’s interests and America’s will always 
coincide, and to assume that America will always be there to help us. 

They are also less willing to recognise how Australia’s interests 
might differ from America’s, and to push America to see things out 
way. Fraser blames this on a collapse of strategic judgement and moral 
fibre among our political leaders. This is partly true, but I suspect it 
also reflects the complacency induced by habit. For forty years, since 
Nixon went to China, American primacy in Asia has been uncontested. 
America has as a result faced no hard choices in Asia, and neither have 
we. It has become easy to assume that American and Australian interests 
are identical.

Fraser is very clear that this assumption is wrong, and he blames 
America for that. He argues that US and Australian interests have 
diverged sharply in the years since the end of the Cold War because 
America itself has taken a new path. “The United States since the early 
1990s has become a different country,” he writes. “It is no longer the 
same America from which Australia sought protection and friendship 
during World War II and throughout the Cold War.” 

He blames this on “the influence of the sense of American 
exceptionalism and of the neo-conservatives and their current 
domination of American policy.” He believes this has opened up “a 
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huge gulf” between Australia and America.

I do not agree with Fraser about this. His strident condemnation is 
perhaps a reaction to the prevailing rose-tinted orthodoxy that sees 
nothing but goodness and power from America. But it is an overreaction. 
He attributes to Bill Clinton and Barack Obama, and to America as a 
whole, the mistakes of George W. Bush at his worst, which is hardly 
fair. American ideas about its place in the world are much more 
complex, contested and uncertain, and not nearly as dark, as Fraser 
suggests. 

Neo-conservatism remains an important strand in American 
strategic thinking, but it contends today with a lot of other ideas and 
impulses, many of them quite contrary to Fraser’s image. Far from 
being set on a neo-conservative drive to remake the world in its own 
image, America today is fumbling to understand what kind of global 
role it can and should play. The key reason for that is the decline in 
America’s relative power. Fraser gives relatively little attention to this, 
but I think it is the key factor here.

After the Cold War, almost everyone assumed that America’s 
economic and military strength would be simply irresistible, empowering 
America to lead the world. Sensible people seriously talked of a New 
Rome. America today is struggling to come to terms with the collapse 
of this illusion. That is not because America itself is in decline, which it 
plainly is not. It is because America’s power was never as great as 
people imagined, and because new powers are emerging much faster 
than anyone expected to challenge US pre-eminence. This leaves 
Americans caught between the dwindling but tenacious illusion of US 
omnipotence and the dawning recognition that the kind of global 
leadership they aspire to is beyond their reach. 

The resulting muddle was poignantly evident in President Obama’s 
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major speech at West Point in May 2014, where he declared that “the 
United States is and remains the one indispensable nation,” while 
setting severe limits on its willingness to intervene beyond its shores. 
We can see this muddle in US responses to events in Iraq, Libya, Syria, 
Afghanistan, and Ukraine. Above all we can see it in Asia, where 
America faces its most serious challenge, from China. American primacy 
in Asia today is no longer uncontested.

Just as Fraser is too hard on America, he is too soft on China. He 

blames America for the growing strategic rivalry between them, and 
seems content to assume that China has no desire to use its growing 
power in ways that would hurt Australia. 

Again, Fraser may be reacting here to the widespread view of China 
as a ruthless and determined aspiring regional hegemon, but he goes 
too far in suggesting that we can simply trust China not to misuse its 
growing power. China is no more immune to the temptation to throw 
its weight around than any other great power. The prime diplomatic 
question of the age for Asia, and for Australia, is how to define and 
uphold acceptable limits on China’s power without provoking strategic 
confrontation.

This is where Fraser’s prescription for our US alliance differs from 
mine. He proposes that we should abandon the alliance and strike out 
on our own. He thinks that US policies will inevitably lead to 
confrontation with China, our alliance with America means we would 
inevitably be drawn in, and without the alliance we would have nothing 
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“Fraser’s book deserves to be read — as a 
spirited assault on our dangerous, and 

largely bipartisan, complacency.”
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to fear. 

Fraser is right that the trajectory of US–China relations today is 
very worrying. And it is true that America carries some of the blame 
for this, because the prime US objective in Asia remains the preservation 
of US regional primacy and it refuses, so far, to contemplate any 
significant accommodation of China’s ambitions to play a wider role. 
And he is right to worry that in these circumstances our US alliance 
could easily draw us into a war with China.

But Fraser’s dark view of America leads him to overlook the chance 
that America might be brought to accept the need for accommodation 
with China as the basis for a long-term stable relationship. And his 
rosy view of China leads him to overlook the value to Australia of 
keeping the United States engaged in Asia to balance and limit China’s 
power. The best outcome for us would be an Asia in which America 
concedes to China enough strategic space to satisfy China’s legitimate 
ambitions, and at the same time imposes firm enough limits to deter 
China from pushing for more. In that Asia, Australia could happily 
remain a US ally, to our great benefit. 

Even if China agrees, creating and sustaining this kind of regional 
order would be immensely complex, but the only alternatives are very 
bad. Unless the United States can find a way to share power with China 
in this way, it will either withdraw from Asia, leaving Australia and 
others to face China’s power, or it will find itself drawn into escalating 
rivalry with China — a rivalry that it would not lose but cannot 
ultimately win. This is why it is so important that Australia do whatever 
it can to help the United States and China to build a new order in Asia 
that maximises America’s role while avoiding unconstrained strategic 
rivalry. 

That is why a serious debate about the alliance, America’s role in 
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Asia, and the future regional order is so important. And that is why 
Fraser’s book deserves to be read — as a spirited assault on our 
dangerous, and largely bipartisan, complacency. n
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For most Australians, our close relationship with the United States is part 
of the diplomatic furniture. The alliance has endured for so long that 
few understand its history and depth, and even fewer seem to care about 
its future. Its benefits, many and disperse, are easy to forget alongside 
its concentrated costs. Australia’s diplomats and politicians are forced 
to grapple with poorly comprehended terms like “collective security,” 
and “middle-power” when justifying the alliance’s existence, against an 
opposition who need merely utter the words “Vietnam” and “Iraq.” 

Even to ask the question “Should the US alliance remain a cornerstone 
of Australian foreign policy?” is to acknowledge that Australians have 
lived in peace and prosperity for so long that they have taken the status 
quo for granted. Yet when considering the alternatives, few ask what 
would replace said status quo. Diplomatic tensions in Asia are high. 
China is beginning to throw its weight around, unilaterally grabbing land 
and deliberately treading on the toes of its neighbours. A collection of 
uninhabited rocks off the coast of Taiwan has thrown China and Japan 
into a bitter territorial dispute that could boil over in an instant. In this 
new era of uncertainty, it is clear that Australia’s alliance to the United 
States has never been more important to the nation’s security.

The signing of the ANZUS Treaty in 1951 came less than a decade 

Now more than ever
In this new era of uncertainty, the security 
alliance has never been more important 

to Australia’s security
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after the shock of British abandonment at Singapore during the Second 
World War. The forces driving the US alliance in its infancy, from 
Australia’s perspective, were obvious: a perpetual fear of isolation and 
a need for a protector in a region that has, until recently, harboured 
few friends. Compounding these factors, the gathering momentum of 
the Cold War made Australia’s awkward position as part of the Global 
North, while being geographically located in the Global South, all the 
more precarious. In the words of then–Minister for External Affairs Percy 
Spender: “It was an asset to be considered like-minded by a powerful 
ally” in such a tumultuous time.

Over the years, the costs of the alliance have been searingly obvious. 
Australia has followed the United States into every major conflict since 
the Second World War: Korea, Vietnam, the Persian Gulf, Afghanistan, 
and Iraq. Moral judgments about any of these wars aside, Australia’s 
willing participation has, by Charles Sturt University lecturer David 
McLean’s account, represented the “payment of insurance premiums” in 
exchange for the promise of US protection. Australian soldiers, it seems, 
fight not only to defend their country in the present, but unknowingly to 
provide for the country’s defence into the future.

While the costs of the ANZUS treaty have been paid in blood, its 
benefits have been far less obvious, yet no less significant. The ANZUS 
treaty was only the beginning of Australia’s security relationship with 
Washington. In 1955, Australia became party to the UKUSA Agreement, 
an intelligence cooperation treaty whose existence wasn’t officially 

“The only thing preventing further 
aggression in the region may be the 

network of treaty alliances the United 
States has created.”
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confirmed until 2005, and that has been described by Edward Snowden 
as a “supra-national intelligence organisation.” The UKUSA Agreement 
was followed by interoperability agreements between the same five 
nations’ militaries and their defence organisations. Combined, these 
agreements have ensured, according to The Economist, “the near 
absolute interoperability and co-ordination” of the Australian and US 
militaries. While some academics question Australia’s obsession with 
interoperability, the desire for further integration of the Australian and 
American armed forces remains firmly in the mainstream.

The benefits of the US alliance have not only been borne out in 
times of war. The unsung achievement of the ANZUS treaty was the 
establishment in 1985 of annual meetings — the AUSMIN talks — 
between the US secretaries of state and defense and Australia’s ministers 
for foreign affairs and defence. For a middle-power, this sort of intimate 
access to those at the top of the global superpower is invaluable. Whereas 
Canada has the convenience of a common border with the United States, 
and Europeans the benefit of the collective weight of the European Union, 
Australia has to work hard to maintain the attention of Washington. 

It has certainly managed to hold its own. Australia was an important 
influence in elevating the G20 to a leader-level summit following the 
2008 financial crisis. Meanwhile, the Australia–United States Free Trade 
Agreement signed in 2004 — rightly or wrongly seen by some as a 
“reward” for Australia’s involvement in the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan 
— has boosted two-way trade by US$8.22 billion a year. 

Costs and benefits aside, the question of whether the US alliance 
should remain at the centre of Australian foreign policy really comes 
down to its alternatives. Those who question the logic of the US alliance 
need only think back to the Second World War and the fear created by 
the “Brisbane Line,” the alleged proposal to abandon northern Australia 
in the event of a Japanese invasion. The idea that Australia can defend 
its expansive north is as laughable now as it was then. Should war break 
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out in the Asia–Pacific, it would present the greatest threat to Australian 
national security in almost a century. With so much at stake, Australia 
would inevitably be drawn into the conflict, US alliance or not — its 
most recent Defence White Paper identifies its interests as lying in the 
“Indo-Pacific Strategic Arc.”

With this in mind, the alternatives to the US alliance are unpalatable: 
either we relegate the alliance to a rung of lesser importance in our 
foreign policy, or we cut ourselves adrift entirely. Many who would seek 
to sideline American influence are convinced that it has been a barrier 
to Australia making new friends around the world, but a dichotomy 
that insists Australia must weaken its relationship with the United States 
in order to strengthen new ones is a false one. For a start, the group 
of countries with which Australia does not have growing ties includes 
the likes of Syria, Belarus, Zimbabwe, and Russia — for good reason. 
Secondly, in the past year Australia has negotiated free-trade agreements 
with Japan and Korea, and helped establish MIKTA (Mexico, Indonesia, 
Korea, Turkey, Australia), an informal group of middle-powers aimed at 
enhancing their global cooperation. 

The US alliance is not a concrete block around Australia’s neck 
— quite the opposite. Without the need to constantly be reevaluating 
national security priorities, the alliance (as the description “cornerstone” 
suggests) provides the stability on which Australia’s foreign policy can 
build. 

The second alternative is the isolationist path of tearing up the 
ANZUS treaty — an alternative with precedence. The United States 
suspended its ANZUS treaty obligations to New Zealand in 1986 
following a decision by New Zealand to refuse port access to a US 
nuclear-capable warship. By 2012, however, two separate declarations 
had been signed by both countries agreeing to reestablish much of the 
abandoned security cooperation, minus ANZUS’s collective defence 
clauses. If New Zealand felt going it alone was ultimately futile, why 
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would Australia’s experience be any different?

The isolationist argument is a nihilistic one at its core. It surrenders 
agency over Australia’s own defence and places it in the hands of our 
future enemy. It poses simplistic hypotheticals such as, Why would 
anyone invade Australia? Why would anyone bomb us? Why indeed, but 
would we really be so foolish as to be drawn in by such fallacies of 
ambiguity? As a nation we have lived for decades with the capacity to 
fight alongside the global superpower, amplifying our deterrence whilst 
remaining self-reliant. To give that up through our own shortsightedness 
would be a grave mistake. As diplomatic relations across Asia decay, due 
mostly to brazen Chinese aggression, now is possibly the worst time to 
abandon the US alliance to such folly. It may be the case that the only 
thing preventing further aggression in the region is the network of treaty 
alliances the United States has created. 

For sixty years the US alliance has been the foundation of Australia’s 
foreign policy. Our shared culture and histories, shared legal systems, 
common language, and national identities as open, liberal, free market 
nation-states have made the alliance feel natural, as if it were a foregone 
conclusion. The alliance hasn’t forced Australia into protracted internal 
debates over national values, or what we stand for on the international 
stage, but we should not mistake the status quo for an immutable world 
order. 

On the back of the US alliance Australia has prospered in a system of 
global governance it actively helped shape and defend. The halcyon days 
of American-led Western dominance are fast slipping away. Uncertainty 
appears to be the only certainty in the Asia–Pacific in the near future. 
To deliberately add to that uncertainty would be the wicked work of 
our own complacency. Now, more than ever, we should be reminding 
ourselves of why we embarked on this alliance in the first place. Australia 
has greatly benefited from the US alliance, and it can continue to do so 
well into the future. n
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Like several states in the Asia–Pacific region, 
Australia faces a defining foreign policy challenge in 
coming years: how to reconcile a rapidly expanding trade 
relationship with China with a deepening security and 
defence alliance with the United States. Given the 
significance that this dilemma poses for states throughout 
the region, it is worth discussing the rise and fall of great 
powers — the dynamic that occurs historically when the 
expanding influence and rapid growth of one state actor 
threatens the interests of the established hegemonic 
power. More often than not, the subsequent competition 
between the rising and status quo powers results in 
increasingly bitter conflicts and ultimately ends in all out 
war.

Managing the intense and potentially violent 
competition between entrenched leaders and upstart 
rivals is a hot topic globally in policy, military, and 
academic circles. The contest is usually cast as one in 
which a frustrated and ambitious rising state successfully 

Thucydides Trap
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and the United States, the status quo power, will lead to conflict 
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improves its position through one or more of the following means: 
territorial acquisition; expansion of its spheres of influence; or 
revision of the regimes, norms, and rules originally written, or at least 
currently enforced, by the reigning power.

The leading power can choose to respond in one or more of the 
following ways: reduce its commitments; accommodate the rising 
power; transfer its commitments to allies and partners; or increase its 
capabilities in an effort to improve its leverage, which can be 
accomplished by strengthening the domestic foundations of 
comprehensive power or by deploying increased manpower and 
resources into disputed areas of interest.

The historical phenomenon of the rise and fall of great powers is 
itself straightforward. But when examining the details of this dynamic 
over time, one is struck not by the similarities of historical cases with 
the current situation between the United States and China, but by the 
dissimilarities. The most commonly cited example, the Peloponnesian 
War, was a protracted conflict between the rising Greek city-state of 
Athens and the reigning hegemonic city-state of Sparta. The war, 
meticulously recorded by the contemporary Greek historian 
Thucydides, took place from 431 BC to 404 BC.

In describing the origins of this conflict, Thucydides famously 
wrote, “It was the rise of Athens and the fear that this inspired in 
Sparta that made war inevitable.” In reference to this explanation, 
strategists and political scientists today use the term Thucydides Trap 
to describe the phenomenon of a rising power provoking so much 
fear in a status quo power that it ultimately leads to conflict between 
the two. Indeed, many who fully embrace this theory argue that it is 
the structure of the international system, not personal diplomacy, 
which drives such outcomes.
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However, when one compares the particulars of the Spartan-
Athenian conflict with contemporary Sino–American competition, it 
is not at all clear if the so-called Thucydides Trap is transferable 
across time, geography, and prevailing political-economic systems. In 
fact, while the competitive dynamic between established leader and 
rising challenger are similar, these two situations are otherwise quite 
distinct and the dissimilarities numerous.

In the first place, the Athenian-led Delian and Spartan-led 
Peloponnesian Leagues were separate trading systems, unlike today’s 
much more integrated world economic order in which both the United 
States and China participate. Taking this a step further, Athens did 
not hold $1 trillion dollars worth of Spartan treasury notes. Also, 
huge numbers of Athenian students did not live and study in Sparta. 
In short, Athens and Sparta were distinct and rival city-states with 
very little integration or sharing of sector-specific resources or services.

By contrast, while the United States and the People’s Republic of 
China are also distinct and competitive states, they share numerous 
channels for cooperative economic, social, and cultural interactions. 
Thus, while it is generally true that struggles between rising and status 
quo powers historically have led to war, the various cases of the past 
— and Athens–Sparta in particular — are quite different from each 
other and certainly from today’s rivalry between the United States 
and China.

“The US–China relationship will suffer 
greatly if leaders indiscriminately cast 
each other as tragic actors condemned 
to re-enact the Peloponnesian War.”
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Still, let us consider the Thucydides Trap and its underlying 
assumption that the United States and China are doomed to repeat 
the Athenian and Spartan tragedy of 2,400 years ago. When the trap 
is examined contextually, it becomes increasingly clear why it should 
not serve as an appropriate guide for 21st century policymakers in 
Washington and Beijing as they attempt to manage sharp national 
differences. Even acknowledging that some of the contours of current 
Sino–American relations might correctly be seen as echoes from 
Thucydides’s time, these similar issues present very different challenges 
and opportunities to American and Chinese strategists today than 
they did to the leaders of ancient Sparta and Athens.

Beginning with the payoff from conventional conflict, the 
acquisition of territory in order to gain control of new populations 
and access to agricultural and natural resources offers less value in 
the modern world than it did in earlier times. The likelihood of lesser 
benefits, then, decreases both American and Chinese incentives to 
engage in combat over land-related disputes. Moreover, the United 
States and China enjoy the deterrent effect of nuclear forces that 
greatly increase the risk calculus of any conventional combat.

That being said, though, China appears to see the expansion of 
its zones of maritime control — especially in the East and South China 
Seas — as having a higher payoff and being more worth pursuing. 
Attracted by the potentially huge military and economic advantages 
that might obtain from domination of vital sea lanes, Beijing seems 
determined to assert sovereignty over a vast maritime frontier using 
“salami slicing” tactics — that is, conducting incrementally more 
aggressive tactical military operations to gradually achieve its strategic 
objectives.

In addition, there are the external versus internal orientations of 
the two states. The United States and China are, in important respects, 
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inward-looking. Both are dealing with economic restructuring, ageing 
populations, social welfare spending, income inequality, access to 
education and educational reform, environmental protection, and 
homeland security. It should be noted, though, that these domestic 
problems are far more extensive and will be much more difficult to 
resolve in China than in the United States.

Moreover, China faces far more challenges to its central 
government’s authority than does the United States. In Beijing, very 
real threats are posed by an overreaching and possibly brittle system 
of governance, and by disenfranchised and repressed minority groups. 
In Washington, the challenges of long-term political decay are also 
real, but there is no question about the sustained existence of the 
federal government.

Regardless of the depth and extent of the domestic challenges 
faced by each, both sides, based upon their own strategic calculations, 
want an extended era of regional and international stability, and are, 
therefore, inclined to manage their bilateral disputes peacefully.

Is the United States, the status quo dominant power, in 
retrenchment — restoring strength before another period of growth 
— or is it actually in decline? At present, this is difficult to determine 
definitively. The American goal, though, is clearly to recover quickly 
and thoroughly in order to spur a new era of growth. Since the end of 
the Second World War, America has enjoyed repeated cycles of 
retrenchment — under Presidents Eisenhower, Nixon, and, perhaps 
now, Obama. However, critics have described President Barack 
Obama’s 2012 Defense Strategic Guidance as being less muscular and 
therefore as bracing for decline. Whether in retrenchment or decline, 
it is clear that if the current economic and political problems of the 
United States are not successfully attended to, a trend toward decline 
might eventually become structurally unavoidable.
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Is China, the rapidly rising challenger, a serious threat to the 
status quo domination of the United States or is it actually a status 
quo lesser state that is overdue for a period of retrenchment to avoid 
overextension? The United States sees the power relationships of 
2014 as the status quo. China’s longer view is that the historical status 
quo, spanning several millennia, should place China in a much more 
prominent position in Asia and perhaps globally. That is, China feels 
it is entitled to its traditional and “rightful” place in the sun and is 
actively seeking ways to make that a reality. 

For now, though, China is a peculiar combination of both status 
quo power and rising power. Internally, China’s Communist Party 
leaders seek to retain the reins of political and economic control in 
the hands of a select few even as they seek to expand their nation’s 
reach and influence externally as a rising power. Like the United 
States, China will not be able to sustain its upward trajectory if the 
domestic political and economic foundations for doing so grow too 
unstable and too volatile. Eventually, they will have to pull back 
internationally in order to retrench domestically, or risk the 
consequences of reaching too far for too long.

One major difficulty of developing a coherent grand strategy in 
today’s increasingly multi-polar world is that attempting to do so is 
greatly complicated by an array of transnational problems and threats. 
That is, China and the United States, in responding to some threat or 
development not directly related to the other, may take measures that 
have the unintended consequence of affecting the interests of the 
other. For example, the ongoing development and deployment of 
ballistic missiles by North Korea and Iran — which feature prominently 
in US defence strategy — continue to drive improvements in America’s 
ballistic missile defence posture, which China finds troubling. At the 
same time, China’s increasingly aggressive maritime forays in the East 
and South China Seas are viewed by the United States as a threat to 
an alliance system that underpins its regional security position and 
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global credibility.

The differences between the United States and China with respect 
to ideology and values are profound. The United States places a heavy 
emphasis on democracy, freedom, and human rights. By contrast, 
Chinese President Xi Jinping has cautioned party members against 
advocacy of constitutional democracy, universal values, civil society, 
neo-liberalism, media freedom, historical nihilism (excessive criticism 
of the party’s past), and questioning reform. In China, democracy is 
still considered subversive. In the end, values do matter and, in this 
regard, the extreme differences between the Unites States and China 
cannot simply be placed on the shelf and ignored.

Historian Charles Tilly once wrote that states make war and wars 
make the state. The narrative is important. The United States has 
defined itself as an exceptional nation that has championed democracy 
and freedom. It sees itself on the winning side of mankind. By contrast, 
China, feeling aggrieved and humiliated, sees a great need to restore 
itself to its rightful place in the world as a rich and strong nation. In 
short, history matters because it shapes how nations interpret their 
contemporary environment and define their strategic goals. In this 
regard, the absence of historical reconciliation within Asia still causes 
tensions that are disruptive to China’s and America’s respective 
strategies in the region as well as to the relations between these two 
nations.

To be sure, the future of US–China relations is indeed uncertain. 
Mismanaged by one or both sides, conflict is possible. However, 
proper management — difficult under the best of circumstances — 
will be impossible if leaders in Washington and Beijing indiscriminately 
cast China and United States as tragic actors condemned to re-enact 
the Peloponnesian War. To do so would make for a bad reading of 
history, poor political science, and a very flimsy basis for statecraft. n
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In the winter of 2002–03 those of us who write about 
politics in Britain were in no doubt our country would 
sooner rather than later engage in a military action against 
Saddam Hussein and his regime in Iraq. We were less clear 
about how it would come about. 

The Conservative opposition in parliament was 
fervently for war, almost unanimously, but was numerically 
small after two landslide defeats. The Labour Party seemed 
largely against it, with the exception of those whose 
continuance in ministerial office depended on supporting 
Tony Blair. Many others still harboured ambitions to serve 
under a prime minister who was not likely to leave office 
too soon, and did not want the black mark against them. 

But a large group of disaffected backbenchers — not 
all of them of the old left, but mostly from there — did 
not like the way Blair was leading them. They were people 
of entrenched anti-Americanism dating from the Vietnam 
era, and they harboured a specific animus against George 

Lessons of Operation 
Iraqi Freedom
As mayhem spreads across Iraq, the British people and 
their institutions have paid a huge price for the intervention 
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W. Bush, whom they regarded not merely as unpleasantly right-wing 
(the term “neocon” was only just coming into currency in Britain then) 
but also distressingly stupid. They had watched Blair cosying up to him 
with disdain, distaste, and, eventually dread. 

They, like some of the right, saw Blair as unattractively sycophantic 
in his relations with America: he had enjoyed a political love-affair 
with Bill Clinton for almost the first four years of his premiership, but 
he and Bush were thought to have little in common when it came to 
doctrine or ideology. They did not buy Blair’s line that the security of 
Great Britain depended on standing shoulder to shoulder with America: 
they thought he liked to be filmed and photographed with the president 
of the United States — whoever he might be — for the glamour and 
status it bestowed on him as the prime minister of an ally. There was 
probably truth in both interpretations.

When Bush told Saddam on 17 March 2003 that he had 48 hours 
to surrender power or face a military assault, Blair’s hand was forced. 
Under the British constitution a declaration of war or the use of military 
force can be undertaken without recourse to a vote in parliament: it is 
one of the so-called royal prerogatives that a prime minister can exercise 
on behalf of the monarch. To have committed British forces without 
parliamentary approval would have ended Blair’s political career on 
the spot, such was the feeling of his own party about the wrongness of 
Britain engaging with Iraq in this way as America’s sidekick. 

“We still don’t know whether Blair 
cynically lied or exaggerated, or 

whether he was woefully misinformed 
by the intelligence services.”
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On 18 March a debate was held in the House of Commons. A 
prolix motion argued that the only hope of peace in the Middle East 
was to have Saddam removed from power, not least because he had 
ridden roughshod over various United Nations resolutions, and the 
United Nations showed little prospect of agreeing on punitive action. 
It took for granted that Saddam had weapons of mass destruction, and 
that the United Kingdom “should use all means necessary” to ensure 
their removal. The prime minister used what has become known as the 
“dodgy dossier” of claims about the scale and effectiveness of Iraq’s 
weapons of mass destruction — notably chemical weapons — to argue 
the case for Britain to intervene. 

An attempt to amend the motion to say the case for war had not 
yet been made was defeated by 396 to 217 votes; the motion itself was 
then passed by 412 to 149, with Labour dissidents being outnumbered 
by Conservatives supporting the government. Robin Cook, the Leader 
of the House of Commons and a former foreign secretary, resigned. 
Blair’s reputation has never recovered from the apparent non-existence 
of WMDs; an inquiry, summoned five years ago by his successor as 
Labour prime minister Gordon Brown, has still not reported; we still 
don’t know whether Blair cynically lied or exaggerated, or whether he 
was woefully misinformed by the intelligence services, or whether 
others in his press operation fed in some lies and exaggerations to put 
lead in his pencil — what was called at the time “sexing up” the dossier. 
Either way, British troops were committed the following day and the 
rest, as the cliché goes, is history.

The lessons for Britain, 11 or more years on, and unaided so far by 
the findings of the formal inquiry, seem to abound. 

The first lesson would seem to be to tell the truth — that’s pretty 
fundamental. When you are committing a nation to war it cannot be 
on a false prospectus. It is not merely the lives of your own citizens 
that will be at issue, but also those of the country you are waging war 
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against. If you kill thousands, or hundreds of thousands, of them for 
what turns out to be no good reason at all, that is little short of a war 
crime: something opponents of Blair and Bush have argued for the last 
11 years, in the hope of having them arraigned in some international 
court. 

To be sure you, as a potential war leader, are telling the truth, you 
have to have absolute confidence in the information supplied to you by 
your foreign and security services. You need, therefore, to be sure that 
the people you appoint to run those services are utterly reliable. You 
must test and question every point they put to you, and test them again; 
and you must not exaggerate, in justifying yourself, anything they have 
told you.

The second is to be able to make a rigorous assessment of what the 
national interest is, and what it dictates in circumstances such as Britain 
was in during 2003. This to an extent depends on the first point: you 
can only make that assessment if you have completely reliable 
information upon which to base it. But you then have to exercise a 
statesperson’s judgement about whether, even if everything you believe 
to be true is true, that state of affairs merits taking your country to 
war, and expending blood and treasure. 

Until the inquiry into what really happens in 2003 is published — 
the latest delay, we are told, is over the publication of communications 
between Blair and Bush — we are to an extent flying blind. However, 
the supposition is this: that without claiming there were WMDs ready 
to be launched against the west, Blair would not have frightened enough 
Labour MPs into supporting him in the vote to allow his position to 
remain safe, and therefore the claims were “sexed up.” 

If this is true it is more than disgraceful, because of the lives 
subsequently lost on all sides and the long-term destabilisation that 
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ensued. Without the threat of WMDs, it is hard to see how the British 
national interest was at stake and therefore how our part in the 
American assault on Iraq can be justified. If Bush thought that he could 
avenge 9/11 by obliterating Saddam’s regime, that was his call, but if 
all this amounted to was an act of revenge, rather than ensuring the 
security of the United Kingdom, then Britain should have had no part 
in it.

The third is to treat the men and women of your armed forces with 
respect. Too many of our service personnel were killed in Iraq because 
of defective kit and equipment. Nor have those who were bereaved by 
this misjudgement, or who still suffer physical and psychological 
damage because of it, always been treated with the compassion and 
care such sacrifice would normally be considered to merit. There is 
something called the “military covenant” in Britain that is supposed to 
ensure this. It doesn’t. Instead, we chip away at our armed forces to 
save money with the result that continuing care and support dwindles 
and the existing forces are overstretched and under-equipped. If you 
are going to fight wars, be prepared to spend money on them and on 
dealing with their aftermath.

The fourth is to conduct your diplomacy with allies on the basis of 
honesty and integrity, but also to know when it is wise to disagree. The 
North Atlantic alliance would not have ended had Britain refused to 
join in the expedition to Iraq. Indeed, it might have been strengthened, 

“After 9/11, it would have been more 
sensible for Blair to act as Bush’s 

bereavement counsellor rather than 
as his assistant armourer.”
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by making Bush realise that Britain was a mature partner and not a 
poodle, and perhaps causing him to think again before he decided to 
act without such an important ally. You can be friends with people 
without always fighting their wars with them. 

No one in Britain underestimates the trauma caused to America by 
9/11, but it would have been more sensible for Blair to act as Bush’s 
bereavement counsellor rather than as his assistant armourer in the 
months that followed. There is nothing gutless about advising caution 
when the consequences of action are so much in doubt, because on 
such judgements hinge the probity and integrity of nations.

The fifth is to decide where you stand in relation to international 
institutions. Britain went along with the United Nations for years, then 
decided to act in a freelance fashion with the United States to implement 
UN resolutions that the United Nations lacked the ability to follow 
through with. That change of the rules in mid-game was alarming and 
put the United States and Britain morally in the wrong. If the UN was 
not giving satisfaction then the right thing to do was to seek to change 
it and, if that appeared impossible, to decide whether or not continued 
membership of such a hamstrung group was feasible. Dining à la carte 
from the rulebook cannot be an option. The purpose of such institutions 
is to anchor the nations who subscribe to it to a code of conduct. It ill 
behoves anyone to break the code in so casual a fashion as happened 
in 2003, and can only have undermined the institution long-term.

The sixth is, if you become embroiled in a war, have an exit strategy. 
This includes devising what form of government you will bequeath to 
a conquered nation when you get out. This was the most shameful 
dereliction on the part of the allies when they invaded Iraq. George 
H.W. Bush understood in 1991 that by leaving a government in place, 
Iraq would not subside into anarchy. Since his son wanted to oust the 
regime, that was not an option in 2003. 
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Yet the allies had no serious plan for what would replace Saddam, 
not least because the Americans in particular seemed to have no 
conception of what sort of nation it was that would have to be governed. 
There was no George Kennan when America needed him. If all other 
considerations are fulfilled and the national interest dictates that an 
invasion is necessary, a nation should undertake that only when it is 
clear what happens next. There is a similar problem now in Afghanistan, 
where the Taliban have simply re-entered parts of the country previously 
occupied by British troops. An act of revenge or punishment against 
another country may bring immediate gratification, but it is irresponsible 
and, indeed, fatal not to consider the consequences.

There may be other lessons. But perhaps the most important is that 
of telling the truth. If Blair had been utterly honest with parliament 
and the British people, his country’s long and costly involvement in the 
war would probably never have happened. Once it had, being honest 
with the public about the scale of the misjudgement and of the 
continuing consequences might have forced him out of office, but it 
would have preserved a little of his, and his country’s reputation. The 
ultimate lesson is that if you don’t need to have a war, don’t. n
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It is again becoming common to characterise the 
United States as a bystander to international affairs. That 
this argument has often been made — and proven 
premature — is unlikely to assuage those who believe 
this time is different. 

Iran’s uranium-enrichment program continues. North 
Korea has ominously pledged to conduct a “new form” 
of nuclear test. Internecine slaughter in Syria has 
produced one of the worst humanitarian crises of the 
past two decades and made it into a recruiting ground 
for a wide array of jihadist outfits. Relations between 
China and many of its neighbours continue to deteriorate. 
Russia’s annexation of Crimea seems to cast doubt on 
America’s will and capacity to uphold a rules-based 
international system. Perhaps more than any other 
development in recent years, however, the fall of Iraq’s 
second-largest city to the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria 
— an organisation so brutal that al Qaeda disavowed it 
in early February — has convinced a wide segment of the 
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global commentariat that US influence abroad is in terminal decline. 

At the risk of sounding insouciant, however, one could produce a 
comparable catalogue at any point in US history since the end of the 
Second World War. Indeed, one of the ironies of the postwar era is 
that while the US has often appeared helpless at certain moments and 
even during protracted stretches, it has come to wield an inordinate 
amount of influence — reflected principally in its development of and 
centrality within a liberal international system. 

Many who lament US decline contend that it was a hegemon in 
the immediate postwar period. While its shares of military and 
economic power resources were indeed much higher in the late 1940s 
than they are today, that disproportion of power did not always yield 
commensurate influence. Just four years after the war’s conclusion, 
the Soviet Union detonated a nuclear bomb, certifying the end of 
America’s atomic monopoly. One month later, on 1 October 1949, 
Mao Zedong declared the People’s Republic of China. As a 1997 PBS 
documentary observed, these developments made Americans feel 
“increasingly frightened by a world that seemed to be spinning out of 
control.” They prompted a directive that President Truman issued on 
31 January 1950, instructing the Secretaries of State and Defense to 
“undertake a reexamination of our objectives in peace and war.” 

In their seminal response to that request, NSC-68, Paul Nitze and 
his colleagues acknowledged that the United States possessed “the 
greatest military potential of any single nation in the world” as well 
as “a marked atomic superiority over the Soviet Union”; they further 
noted “the economic superiority of the free world over the Soviet 
world.” Their overall tone, however, was urgent, and often dire. 
Warning that a “continuation of present [political, economic, and 
military] trends would result in a serious decline in the strength of 
the free world relative to the Soviet Union and its satellites,” they 
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concluded that “the integrity and vitality of our system is in greater 
jeopardy than ever before in our history” and that “our free society 
finds itself mortally challenged by the Soviet system.” The 1950s and 
1960s appeared to provide ample evidence in support of these 
judgements. After all, notes Joseph Nye, a supposedly hegemonic 
United States was unable to “‘roll back’ communism in Eastern 
Europe, prevent stalemate in the Korean War, defeat Vietnam’s 
National Liberation Front, or dislodge the Castro regime in Cuba.” 

With the march of an apparent Soviet juggernaut across vast 
swathes of Africa and Asia, the 1970s sowed even greater alarm 
among US observers. In a famous March 1975 essay advising the 
United States to “go into opposition” at the United Nations, Daniel 
Moynihan observed that it “regularly finds itself in a minority (often 
a minority of one or two or at most a half-dozen) in [the General 
Assembly] of 138 members … We are witnessing the emergence of a 
world order dominated arithmetically by the countries of the Third 
World.” 

At the end of 1978, national security advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski 
gave an interview to the New York Times summarising his worldview. 
While he did not endorse the declinist thesis of the time, he did not 
temper his concern when asked to identify “the principal threats to 
the United States in the future.” The “worst problem of all,” he 
explained, “is the possibility” that the ongoing “increase in Soviet 
power” “would intersect” with “the disintegration of political fabric” 

“The purpose of conceding limits to 
US influence is to lay the foundation 

for prudent action, not to provide  
a cover for inaction.”
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in “an arc of instability” traversing Bangladesh, Pakistan, and 
Indonesia. 

Three weeks later, in an interview with Time, Henry Kissinger 
assessed that with the “Soviet march through Africa, with Cuban 
troops, from Angola to Ethiopia, and the Soviet moves through 
Afghanistan and South Yemen,” the geopolitical momentum had 
turned against the United States. Echoing Brzezinski, he warned of “a 
confluence of Communist organisation and radical currents which 
together [could] produce major historical changes.” 

Robert Tucker, then a professor of political science at Johns 
Hopkins University, was even grimmer than Kissinger: “the principal 
developments of 1979,” he said, “registered the continued decline in 
the nation’s international position.” Indeed, he regarded this 
conclusion as banal: “the impact of the events which have brought 
this decade to a close has been such as to make the fact of America’s 
decline very nearly a commonplace.”

The 1980s did little to assuage concerns about declining US 
influence. Diplomat George Ball argued that “the most notable 
development of 1980 was the decline of America’s standing and 
authority with its friends and allies — and indeed with other non-
communist nations.” In 1984, the editor of Foreign Affairs concluded 
that “the world of 1984 is in a much more dangerous condition than 
it was in 1972–73.” 

The environment, he continued, “is all too forbiddingly 
reminiscent of that which prevailed in the period prior to 1914.” In 
his judgement, the US response to “the oil embargo and fourfold oil 
price rise of 1973–74” had contributed to “a renewed decline of 
respect abroad for US policy and wisdom, in addition to its specific 
economic impact.” 
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In May 1988, Washington Post correspondent David Remnick 
lamented that “American influence abroad makes the money picture 
[the post-Black Monday economy] look positively vibrant. The 
splendid military mission in the Caribbean … seems now a depressing 
event, merely another embarrassment in line with the jumbled efforts 
in Nicaragua, the Philippines, and Lebanon.” He likened Ronald 
Reagan to Norma Desmond of the 1950 hit Sunset Boulevard, “aping 
his starlit days by the emerald swimming pool while the world around 
him moves ineluctably on.” Around the same time, political economist 
David Calleo memorably warned that America’s “relative decline has 
begun to turn absolute.”

The proposition of declining US influence even managed to 
survive the end of the Cold War — albeit with less force. A year after 
Charles Krauthammer famously declared “the unipolar moment,” 
David Gergen intoned that the United States could not “achieve order 
in its streets or even in its capital, much less in the rest of the world.” 

“Unless more Saddams appear out of the overseas mist to 
endanger the nation’s vital interests,” he warned, “the continuing, 
deep-seated domestic problems of the United States are likely to make 
it more reluctant as an international leader.” 

In a 1995 book, Chalmers Johnson asked “why the United States 
has lost economic influence and must rely on others to help it.” If it 
“is not totally to lose control over its own national security,” he 
warned, “it must regain its economic competitiveness.” The following 
year, historian Donald White published a book claiming that America’s 
influence in international affairs had, in fact, been declining since the 
Vietnam War. As the decade came to a close, Samuel Huntington 
channelled Moynihan from a quarter century earlier: “On issue after 
issue, the United States has found itself increasingly alone, with one 
or a few partners, opposing most of the rest of the world’s states and 
peoples.”
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Declinism has not, of course, gone uncontested in the postwar 
era. Even so, considering how often the US is said to have been in 
decline during the past seven decades, and how many strategic 
outcomes have run counter to US national interests in that time, it is 
surprising that current references to its postwar “hegemony” are so 
widespread and so often go unchallenged. As Robert Kagan explained 
in a much-discussed essay in January 2012: 

…impressions about declining American influence are based 
on a nostalgic fallacy: that there was once a time when the 
United States could shape the whole world to suit its desires 
… There was never such a time … The exertion of influence 
has always been a struggle, which may explain why, in every 
single decade since the end of World War II, Americans have 
worried about their declining influence.

The analytical misjudgement Kagan spotlights can only yield 
policy misjudgments — two of which immediately suggest themselves. 
For those who contend not only that the United States is in decline, 
but also that this decline is akin to a terminal illness, better to be 
accepted with grace than fought with vigour, it is likely to yield a 
policy of retrenchment. 

Mainstream analysis has largely, and properly, rejected this 
proposal. Countering threats to vital US national interests, mobilising 
coalitions to address the world’s most urgent challenges, and 
sustaining an international system that nurtures peace and prosperity 
are among the objectives that require robust US engagement. 

Paradoxically, however, the same starting premise — namely, US 
influence is declining — can yield the opposite, equally fallacious, 
prescription: overextension. 

The more one believes that the United States once exercised 
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hegemony; that it no longer does; and that it should undertake to 
reclaim that perch, because global order requires US dominance; the 
more likely one is to seize upon every outcome that runs counter to 
US interests, however inconsequential, as evidence of its impotence. 
Adopting a “do something now” doctrine would be especially unwise 
in view of America’s sluggish economy. 

The unfortunate reality is that the United States cannot put out 
every strategic fire or respond to every moral outrage. As McGeorge 
Bundy explained nearly half a century ago, shortly after stepping 
down as President Lyndon B. Johnson’s national security advisor: 

…what happens in the world is not determined by Americans 
alone … Nations in all continents, in the last ten years, have 
shown a persistent tendency to have histories of their own which 
are only marginally related to the actions of the United States … 
The role of the United States is seldom central in the internal 
affairs of other states … Anyone who thinks that the lines of 
influence from Washington are like so many strings to so many 
puppets has never sat at the pulling end. 

It is odd that such a self-evident proposition would ever have 
needed articulation, let alone elaboration. That it requires reiteration 
today — when America’s shares of power resources are considerably 
lower than they were at the time of Bundy’s assessment, and when 
the pathways from power resources to desired outcomes are far more 
complicated — is perplexing. 

Jacob Heilbrunn, Steve Clemons, and Andrew Bacevich are among 
the numerous observers who have recently addressed what Scottish 
historian Denis Brogan termed the “illusion of American omnipotence.” 
Richard Haass offers a particularly crisp reaffirmation of that 
proposition: the United States must “accept the limits to what can be 
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accomplished and in some cases needs be accomplished”; that 
concession, in turn, “will require setting priorities.” 

In that regard, a July 2000 report by Graham Allison and Robert 
Blackwill deserves close reexamination: it unapologetically 
distinguishes between and specifies “vital,” “extremely important,” 
“important,” and “less important/secondary” interests. Robert Art, 
Bernard Brodie, Donald Nuechterlein, and Elmer Plischke have also 
produced notable taxonomies. While every individual would place 
different interests in each category, the point is that US foreign policy 
should proceed from a rigorously derived hierarchy of interests. 

The preceding should not be interpreted as an effort to rationalise 
a complacent US foreign policy. However many strategic mistakes, 
even blunders, the United States has made, its position today would 
be far weaker had it principally been a witness to events rather than a 
shaper of them. Stephen Walt recently listed what he considers to be 
six major successes of postwar US foreign policy: the Marshall Plan, 
which helped to resuscitate Europe; the formation of economic 
arrangements and institutions such as the General Agreement on 
Tariffs and Trade and the World Trade Organization, which have 
contributed to enormous gains in global trade and output; the Non-
Proliferation Regime, which has helped ensure that only nine 
countries, not several dozen, have nuclear weapons; the opening to 
China, which helped integrate a country of some 872 million people 
into the international system and prevented US–China relations from 
devolving into hostility; the peace treaty between Egypt and Israel, 
after whose signing the two countries have never gone to war; and 
German reunification, which helped to spare Europe further ravage. 
Those successes, among others, have been the product of creative 
thinking and sustained reinforcement, not wishful dithering. 

As long as the international system evolves, though, the United 
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States will encounter new circumstances in which it is incapable of 
advancing its national interests substantially or at all; as in every 
decade of the postwar era, commentators in the 2020s and every 
decade thereafter will doubtless find many occasions on which to 
lament US impotence in international affairs. The United States 
cannot hope to avert every strategic setback. It should instead do its 
best to discern and align its foreign policy with core transformations 
of international order. 

To that end, Paul Kennedy’s counsel from a quarter century ago 
is equally apt today: “the only serious threat to the real interests of 
the United States can come from a failure to adjust sensibly to the 
newer world order. Given the considerable array of strengths still 
possessed by the United States, it ought not in theory to be beyond 
the talents of successive administrations to arrange the diplomacy 
and strategy of this readjustment.” 

One need not be starry-eyed about the dangers of today’s world 
to conclude that the United States has done a reasonably good job of 
achieving what Nitze and his colleagues called its “fundamental 
purpose”: fostering “a world environment in which the American 
system can survive and flourish.” 

The prospect of a war on the Eurasian landmass has diminished 
significantly, the nuclear sword of Damocles that loomed over 
humanity for the second half of the last century has disappeared, and 
the United States no longer faces an implacable antagonist with 
ideological and territorial ambitions that traverse the globe. Amid the 
latest din about declining US influence, one should not forget such 
enormous accomplishments. n
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In the years after his presidency, Ronald Reagan 
became a conservative idol: a status marked by an 
outpouring of adulation after his death in 2004 and an 
upswing of memorialisation during the centenary of his 
birth in 2011. Various factions have come to stake a 
claim to Reagan but an enduring strand of Reaganism is 
the neo-conservative evocation of him in foreign policy 
debates, which emerged in the immediate post–Cold War 
years of the 1990s. It was this initial manifestation of 
Reaganism that influenced the George W. Bush Doctrine 
and informed its tenets of democracy-promotion and 
pre-emptive strikes. Although it is a period of American 
foreign policy that has been heavily critiqued, there has 
been less emphasis on evaluating the use of Reagan as a 
model for foreign policy during this period. Now, with 
the passing of the tenth anniversary of his death, comes a 
timely moment to reassess Reagan’s neo-conservative 
reputation and to recognise it as the reification of a neo-
conservative grand strategy. 

Reassessing the 
Gipper’s legacy 
The tenth anniversary of the passing of America’s 40th 
president is a timely moment to examine the Reagan myth 

By Christine Gallagher 
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Ronald Reagan served two terms as president between 1981 and 
1989. Given how recently he was a public figure, it might be reasonable 
to think that Reagan’s legacy could not be disputed. Surely there are 
far too many people who remember his presidency for his reputation 
to have been distorted? And yet that is exactly what has happened. 
Within a decade of his presidency, Reagan became immortalised as a 
victorious Cold Warrior, a myth which was used in foreign policy 
debates to shape the role of the United States in the world at the turn 
of the century. 

The Reagan myth goes something like this:

The United States defeated the Soviet Union in the Cold War 
because of President Ronald Reagan’s refusal to accept the 
limits of American power. Unlike his predecessors, who 
favoured policies of détente and rapprochement, Reagan 
refused to appease the Soviets. His pursuit of victory in the 
Cold War was in the name of democracy and to this end he 
vigorously pursued a rollback of dictatorships in foreign 
lands, a feat for which he did not rely on the whimsy of the 
United Nations. Reagan knew that the United States had to 
be self-reliant, which is why he increased military spending 
and had a bold vision of a Strategic Defense Initiative, which 
ultimately led the Soviet Union to overstretch in the arms 
race, sending it broke. It was with ideological resolve and 
military might that President Reagan took on the “evil 
empire” and won. That iconic moment when he publicly 
challenged Mikhail Gorbachev to “Tear down this wall!” 
ushered the demise of the Soviet Union and a new world order 
of American primacy. 

Call it “neo-Reaganism,” a campaign to introduce neo-
conservative grand strategy in the White House, which was forged 
amidst debate about what should be the role of the United States in a 
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post-Cold War world. There was a view that the end of US–Soviet 
bipolarity was an opportunity for the United States to step back its 
leadership in world affairs and an opposing view that global security 
was dependent on the United States maintaining its primacy. 

The latter was manifest in a neo-conservative push to introduce 
so-called “Reaganite” foreign policy in the White House. Robert 
Kagan and William Kristol led the way by spruiking Reagan as the 
epitome of a president who understood America’s proper place in the 
world and as a leader who knew how to achieve it. Others followed 
suit with praise of Reagan in the opinion pages of the Wall Street 
Journal and the Weekly Standard, as well as through the output of 
the American Enterprise Institute and the Project for the New 
American Century. 

This adulation of Reagan overlooked the complexities of his 
foreign policy record to frame his legacy as a model of neo-
conservatism. Neo-conservative grand strategy is based on the notion 
that America’s role in the world is to maintain strategic and military 
primacy so it can enable and protect global democracy. Despite the 
nuances in his foreign policy record, Reagan was used as an historical 
precedent for the success of neo-conservatism. 

For example, the neo-conservative narrative overlooks Reagan’s 
engagement with the Soviet Union. Reagan’s “evil empire” rhetoric in 
his first term was tempered by his negotiations with the Soviets at 

“Reagan is widely depicted as a relentless 
Cold Warrior, but his foreign policy 

was characterised by military restraint 
and caution.”
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numerous arms reduction summits and in private talks with 
Gorbachev. In alternative historical accounts, it is this series of 
friendly negotiations that is credited with ushering the end of the 
Cold War and not Reagan’s “Tear Down this Wall!” stance in 1987. 
Far from being a watershed moment, Reagan’s remarks at the 
Brandenburg Gate are said to have attracted little press at the time, 
with the footage being resurrected and trotted out only after the fall 
of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of the Soviet Union. 

The depiction of Reagan as a relentless Cold Warrior is not 
reflected in his military conduct either. The relatively moderate 
operations, limited in time and scope, in Grenada, Lebanon, and 
Libya are not exactly the record of a hardened hawk. Reagan is said 
to have “won the Cold War without firing a shot,” a sentiment 
attributed to his British counterpart Margaret Thatcher. The image of 
Reagan as a staunch militarist, intent on bolstering America’s weapons 
arsenal, can also be contrasted with his vision of a nuclear-free world, 
pursued initially via his Zero Option proposal and with the subsequent 
Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty.

Reagan’s resolve to fight terrorism and aid democracy was also 
diminished by his apparent pragmatism when it came to selecting 
which resistance movements to aid based on US strategic interests, 
most notably in his hesitation to support the Mozambican National 
Resistance movement, which was fighting to oust a Soviet-backed 
socialist state. Then there was the Iran–Contra scandal; while it is 
unclear to what extent Reagan was complicit in the affair, it is still 
part of his foreign policy legacy and an example of his administration 
dealing with a regime that was not ideologically compatible with 
America’s supposed moral mission. 

Neo-conservative idolisation of Reagan in the years after his 
presidency is also contradicted by neo-conservative judgements of 
Reagan during his presidency. In the eighties, Reagan was criticised 
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by high profile neo-conservatives who, having supported his election, 
were subsequently dissatisfied with his foreign policy agenda. Reagan’s 
rhetoric had suggested he had a deeply held conviction about the need 
for American primacy but his strategies, they complained, looked 
more like détente. It was not until after his presidency that neo-
conservatives began re-associating themselves with Reagan, calling 
for a renewal of what was by then deemed his “moral clarity” and 
“military supremacy.”

With this more nuanced picture in mind, it is fitting to ask just 
how is it that the Reagan myth was so successfully constructed. The 
method was simple but effective: Reagan’s legacy was articulated 
using a neo-conservative discourse which had the effect of reifying 
neo-conservative grand strategy. In other words, by describing 
Reagan’s legacy in neo-conservative terms it transformed what was a 
foreign policy outlook into an historical precedent. 

By identifying the neo-conservative discourse we can begin to 
recognise it in the Reagan myth. There are at least six interrelated 
ideas that constitute the neo-conservative discourse:

1. Moralism: a place for value judgments in foreign affairs.

2. Democracy: a conviction in the international spread of 
democracy.

3. Primacy: a perceived need for hegemonic American power in 
order to realise this conviction.

4. Internationalism: moral and strategic justification for foreign 
intervention.

5. Unilateralism: the ability to act alone and not be restrained by 
multilateral institutions or international law.
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6. Militarism: a belief in the need for a dominant military capacity, 
and the will to use it, in order to maintain primacy.

What proponents of neo-conservatism did very cleverly from the 
1990s was to articulate these concepts as historical precedents using 
Reagan as a model. If we revisit the narrative of the Reagan myth we 
can recognise that neo-Reaganism is the discourse of neo-conservatism 
but naturalised by a substitution of terms. Moralism becomes Reagan’s 
value judgments about the Soviet Union as an evil empire; democracy 
becomes Reagan’s pursuit of victory for democracy over socialism; 
primacy becomes Reagan’s refusal to accept the limits of American 
power; internationalism becomes Reagan’s rollback of foreign 
dictatorships; unilateralism becomes his skepticism about the United 
Nations; and militarism becomes Reagan’s large increases in defence 
spending.

Reagan can be used as a model for neo-conservatism not because 
of his precise foreign policy activities but because of the symbolism 
of the end of the Cold War, at which time the United States achieved 
the ideological and strategic dominance so central to neo-conservatism. 
The outcome of the Cold War — that is, US ideological and strategic 
primacy — made it legitimate for Reagan to be retrospectively credited 
with implementing neo-conservative grand strategy through a selective 
interpretation of his legacy.

This demonstrates how even events in living memory can be 
skewed for political purposes. The Reagan myth influenced those in 
power at the turn of the century to pursue foreign policies on the 
basis that the proper role of the United States in the world is to be a 
missionary and military guardian of democracy. The post-9/11 Bush 
Doctrine included policies of pre-emptive militarism, interventionism, 
unilateralism, and democracy-promotion in pursuit of a strategic and 
moral “War On Terror”: an approach that resulted in protracted wars 
in Afghanistan and Iraq. The terror attacks on the United States in 
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2001 were a catalyst for the adoption of these policies, but it was the 
Reagan myth which made this strategy seem not only viable but also 
essential. 

Reagan has become so mythologised by neo-conservatives that 
the Republican Party has institutionalised his legacy. Reagan is 
referenced in the official National Defense statement of the GOP: 

President Ronald Reagan’s approach to America’s national 
defense, which successfully confronted the Soviet Union and 
ended the Cold War, is as essential today as it was then: Peace 
through strength — an enduring peace, based on freedom and 
the will to defend it.

But even within the Republican Party there are conflicting 
interpretations of precisely what is meant by “peace through strength” 
and whether Reagan pursued it as an offensive or defensive strategy. 
In Republican circles there exist several interpretations of the Reagan 
legacy with varying emphases to support particular foreign policy 
approaches. The image of Reagan the Cold War crusader is challenged 
by contesting claims to the Gipper, which variously depict him as 
Reagan the conservative realist and Reagan the libertarian. It is this 
battle for the Reagan legacy that will inform the Republican foreign 
policy agenda ahead of the 2016 presidential election. 

The very notion that a presidential legacy could be contested 
within foreign policy debates and even within a single political party 
is a reminder that we should assess, and reassess, even the most 
contemporary of historical precedents with a critical eye. n
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I’m writing this in a waterfront getaway on the shore of Lake Michigan, 
part of the single biggest freshwater reservoir on the planet. I’m indoors 
because it’s raining. That’s news — good news. 

But now what? The Midwest is waking up to the fact that its sits on 
a vast wet resource as important as the rich farmland that first created 
the region’s economy. Not so long ago, we thought this resource might 
be drying up, slowly but inexorably. Now, for reasons that seem linked 
to climate change, the lake waters are making a comeback. 

But the Great Lakes states and cities haven’t begun to figure out how 

In search of a Midwestern mother lode
Climate change is parching the planet: from 
China to California, the world is drying out
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to use this watery bonanza to revive their crumbling economies. Mostly, 
they use the lake water for tourism and to make beer. They do a pretty 
good job of conserving the water and keeping it clean, without thinking 
what they could do with it. 

But climate change is parching the planet. From China to California, 
the world is drying out. Twenty years from now, anyone wanting to live, 
work, or invest in a place with a reliable supply of fresh water will have 
a dwindling number of choices. The Great Lakes region leads this list, 
but is doing virtually nothing to prepare for it. 

The Great Lakes — Michigan, Superior, Huron, Erie, and Ontario 
— contain 20 per cent of all the freshwater in the world. (Next come 
Lake Baikal in Siberia and the Great Lakes of central Africa — neither 
likely locales for water-based industries.) 

Over the past decade, Great Lakes water levels declined, reaching 
an historic low last year. Some blamed climate change; others alleged 
misguided dredging by the Army Corps of Engineers. In truth, not many 
people cared, apart from lakeside homeowners watching their shorelines 
recede and their docks rise. 

But in the past year, this decline has reversed. Levels are up a foot or 
more this year and are predicted to keep rising. Again, various reasons 
are cited but most of it seems due to the perversity of climate change. 

In a warming world, the Midwest just had one of its coldest and 
snowiest winters. Heavy snowfalls and spring rains fed the rivers that 
feed the Lakes. In addition, most of the Lakes froze over, which slowed 
evaporation. 

In other words, the caprice of Mother Nature gets most of the credit, 
and could reverse itself again next year. But so far, so good. 
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Now, what do we do about it? The Midwest has always lived 
on its natural resources. Farmland, of course, generated the vast 
breadbasket that supported both the region’s farm towns and a mighty 
range of industries, from processors like Cargill to equipment makers 
like Caterpillar. Beneath this fecund surface lay the coal and iron that 
powered the region’s heavy industries. For a century, the Midwest lived 
off its land. 

That’s over now. Farming and manufacturing remain vital to the 
Midwestern economy, but both now are so dependent on technology 
and automation that neither creates enough jobs to support its towns 
and cities. It’s time to find a new mother lode. 

This is why some far-sighted Midwesterners are looking out the 
window at all that water and are wondering what can be done with 
it besides drinking it or fishing in it. What freshwater expertise can be 
exported to a thirsty world? What new processes and machinery are 
needed to keep cities alive? What industries need freshwater and will 
invest where it’s available? 

Of course, it’s vital to conserve and preserve this water, which the 
Great Lakes states already do quite well. Now, how can this resource be 
used to reverse the region’s long-lasting decline?

Naturally, there has been talk of simply selling the water to drier 
areas — basically, laying a thousand-mile pipeline to water golf courses in 
Las Vegas. This won’t happen, partly because of the cost and engineering 
challenges, but mostly because of the Great Lakes–Saint Lawrence River 
Basin Sustainable Water Resources Agreement, an accord between the 
eight Great Lakes states, Ontario, and Quebec that puts legal limits on 
the diversion of Lakes water outside its watershed. If the water is going 
to be used, it’s going to be used here. 

Only Milwaukee, the Wisconsin lakeside city north of Chicago, 
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has done anything about this. It discovered that it had more than 100 
companies making valves, meters, and other water-based products and 
formed the Milwaukee Water Council to market this resource. The 
University of Wisconsin at Milwaukee set up a school of water research, 
to seek new uses. Marquette, the city’s big Catholic university, even 
established a major in water law, to create the business services that this 
new industry will need.

Milwaukee is promoting itself as the freshwater capital of the 
universe and is selling its services to the Middle East, China, and other 
parched regions. You’d think that Chicago and other lakeside cities 
would be jumping on this boat. 

But Midwestern politics is so balkanised, with cities and states 
fighting each other when they should be cooperating, that Chicago and 
the rest of the Great Lakes are barely aware of Milwaukee’s fledgling 
successes. Some water research takes place, but there has been no attempt 
at all by the region to take this eight-state resource and jointly exploit it. 

Milwaukee knows that it can’t keep these riches to itself. It even 
dropped the “Milwaukee” from the name of the Milwaukee Water 
Council, making the point that there’s enough water to go around and 
that any number can swim in it. It knows it is too small to dominate this 
regional industry and is almost inviting Chicago to take the lead. 

To their credit, Chicago and other lakeside cities are laying plans 
to keep themselves cool and green as temperatures rise. But that is a 
separate, ecological, issue. All these cities, traditionally dependent on 
heavy industry, will need to stay not only green but economically viable. 

They’ve got the manufacturing expertise and they’ve got the water. 
But so far, apart from Milwaukee, they haven’t figured out how to put 
the two together. n
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Are Americans ageists? Misogynists? 
Are they too parochial to appreciate the 
accomplishments of a great secretary of 
state in far-flung lands? The political 
left is puzzling over why Hillary 
Clinton’s memoir of her four years 
running the State Department, Hard 
Choices, has fallen from atop the New 
York Times’ best-seller list. (And even 
worse: Bested by Ed Klein’s Blood Feud: 
The Clintons vs. the Obamas.) Here’s 
the Occam’s razor explanation: Because 
Hard Choices is a book about nothing. 

That’s not to say that Hillary didn’t 
write a lot. She did — 600 pages’ worth 
of words — with assists from long-time 
Clintonistas Huma Abedin, Cheryl 
Mills, Philippe Reines, and Jake Sullivan, and it shows. Hard Choices 
reads as if it were an official report written by committee; a rote 
recantation of where Clinton went, when, and to whom she spoke, with 
trite observations about locals sprinkled here and there. Every chapter 
is on a different part of the world, neatly organised, as if it were outlined 
in an Excel spreadsheet and then elaborated on in Word, with each 
phrase carefully weighed, considered, vetted.

Hillary Clinton’s account of her time as secretary of state is no 
companion to Kissinger’s Diplomacy or Thatcher’s Statecraft

A book about nothing
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There Clinton is in Nay Pyi Taw fretting over “local cultural norms” 
trying to find “outfits in the appropriate colour for Burma.” There she 
is, with US envoy George Mitchell, and Palestinian leader Mahmoud 
Abbas, “crammed” into Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s 
“personal study” in “the well-to-do-neighbourhood of Rehavia,” trying 
to hash out a peace plan. There she is in Monterrey, Mexico, opining 
on the scourge of drug trafficking. There she is, visiting her old friend 
Nelson Mandela, tenderly calling him “Madiba.” There she is, 
reluctantly taking a tour of the Old City of Sanaa, Yemen, at the behest 
the “corrupt and autocratic” Ali Abdullah Saleh. Look! A sighting in 
Mongolia. 

Hard Choices is no companion to Kissinger’s Diplomacy or 
Thatcher’s Statecraft — both reflections on years, nay, decades of 
fraught decision-making, with mistakes acknowledged and lessons 
learned. Nor is it a successor to Jeanne Kirkpatrick’s “Dictatorships 
and Double Standards,” a sharp little nine-page Commentary essay 
which set the Reagan administration on its course to fell the Soviet 
Union. But there was never a chance that Hillary would pen a book, or 
even an essay, like that. What the Clintons do best is to triangulate the 
politics of every situation for personal gain. They do not think deeply 
about what they believe and follow that belief if it means swimming 
against public opinion at the time.

As secretary of state, Clinton eagerly straddles both sides of every 
conflict. She was “an early voice calling publicly for Palestinian 
statehood” but also feels “personally invested in Israel’s security and 
success.” She supports negotiations with the Taliban, while 
acknowledging that talking to them “would be hard to swallow for 
many Americans.” She defends the Russian “reset” while denouncing 
Vladimir Putin’s invasion of Crimea. She endorses “both engagement 
and pressure” on Iran. China “requires both a true compass and the 
flexibility to make frequent course corrections, including sometimes 
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painful trade-offs.” She defends her decision to approve military action 
in Iraq in 2002, then disavows it.

Clinton wraps all this equivocation up in the language of “smart 
power,” which she defines as “choosing the right combination of tools 
— diplomatic, economic, military, political, legal, and cultural — for 
each situation.” How even-handed, how diplomatic, how 21st century 
for a “21st-century diplomat.” Being secretary of state isn’t just one 
job, but three: “the country’s chief diplomat, the President’s principal 
advisor on foreign policy, and the CEO of a sprawling Department.” 

The trouble is that without an underlying view of the world and 
how it works — and why — Clinton’s polished jargon means very little. 
Which makes Hard Choices the perfect book for what Hillary wants to 
do next: run for president.

The content of the book is almost beside the point, so long as it 
paints Hillary as unthreatening in every situation. For liberals in the 
Barack Obama era, conviction, especially in foreign affairs, is a bad 
word, and they believe it’s a bad word for independents, too — a crucial 
voting bloc. The George W. Bush Administration is its very own Axis 
of Evil, as Hard Choices makes clear, over and over again. At her first 
town hall meeting, in Tokyo, Clinton declares America is “ready to 
listen again.” President Bush is responsible for the current rot in Iraq, 
for strained relations with Russia (Clinton gleefully recounts Mr. Bush’s 
assertion that he was “able to get a sense” of Putin’s “soul”), for 
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tensions with China, and just about everything else that’s gone toes-up 
in the world since Clinton took over at “Foggy Bottom.”

That’s a convenient trope that might’ve worked when the Obama 
team enjoyed the sheen of a new presidency, but the Hard Choices 
blame-Bush mantra now rings hollow. In 2009 Iraq was stable and 
even the Obama team was boasting of its success, but then Vice 
President Joe Biden failed to negotiate an agreement to keep US troops 
in the country. Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki soon started 
persecuting his sectarian rivals. When Iran started flying arms to Syria’s 
regime over Iraqi airspace, Iraq was powerless to stop it. In Syria, 
Clinton and Defense Secretary Robert Gates failed to convince President 
Obama to arm rebels fighting Bashar al-Assad. Hundreds of thousands 
of civilians have since been slaughtered. Jihadists streamed over the 
border to Iraq to create a caliphate, realising Osama bin Laden’s vision.

Under Clinton’s watch, the US abandoned Iran’s democracy 
protestors and negotiated a deal allowing the mullahs to keep developing 
their nuclear weapons capacity. The United States did little to influence 
the outcome of the Arab Spring, which has birthed new strongmen in 
Egypt and may soon do the same in Libya. Putin has invaded Crimea 
and Eastern Ukraine. China’s Communists feels so emboldened that 
they’ve claimed the entire South China Sea as a “core interest,” seized 
Japanese airspace, a Philippine shoal, and parked an oil rig off the 
Vietnamese coast in disputed waters. North Korea continues to test 
nuclear weapons. Al Qaeda is alive and kicking across the Middle East. 
No one can argue that the world is more stable today than when 
President George W. Bush left office. No wonder Hard Choices devotes 
an entire chapter to that crucially important nation of… Burma.

This recent history raises urgent questions. Is the rise of an 
authoritarian China inevitable, or is it an inherently unstable regime 
that the United States should encourage to democratise? Should an Iran 
ruled by mullahs who want to “wipe Israel off the face of the earth” be 

BookREVIEWS



Mary Kissel

American 62 Review

allowed to obtain a nuclear weapon? Should Israel destroy Hamas once 
and for all? Is it morally acceptable to allow Bashar al-Assad to use 
chemical weapons to wipe out his opponents? Is the birth of a jihadist 
state in the centre of the Middle East something that can be contained, 
or does it need to be destroyed? Could North Korea’s Kim Jong-un 
acquire nuclear-tipped missiles that could hit the continental United 
States? Should the United States park troops in Eastern Europe again? 
How about Iraq and Afghanistan? What purpose does the United 
Nations really serve? Or USAID, for that matter? Hard Choices answers 
none of these questions. 

But the book does give the reader a sense of Hillary herself, and 
her sense of entitlement, if obliquely. She opens an early chapter by 
recounting her preparation to give Wellesley’s 1969 commencement 
speech — “the first important public speech of my young life.” She 
meets Dean Acheson but “never imagined that forty years later I would 
follow in [his] footsteps at the State Department.” “As First Lady I had 
flown around the world with Bill in Air Force One, the largest and 
grandest of government jets,” she recalls, and after leaving office, she 
travels “extensively on my own, usually in a 757.” Her daughter Chelsea 
is married in posh Rhinebeck, New York, “at Astor Courts, an elegant 
Beaux Arts estate designed by the architect Stanford White for Jacob 
and Eva Astor around the turn of the century.” She laments that as 
secretary of state, she travels to “Sharm or Bali or Hawaii but then 
have no time at all to enjoy them.” The heart bleeds.

Hillary also nakedly courts the youth vote in Hard Choices, 
emphasising her support of gay rights (a position upon which she, like 
President Obama has “evolved”) and work to improve LGBT human 
rights in forums like the United Nations, as if anything that body does 
has mattered much to autocratic regimes. She makes an appearance on 
Indonesia’s The Awesome Show, which “felt just like MTV.” She eagerly 
recounts how a Time photographer “snapped a quick shot” of her 
texting, which became “the basis for a ‘meme’ known as ‘Texts from 
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Hillary’” and an internet sensation. “Eventually, I decided to get in on 
the fun myself,” she writes. “I submitted my own version full of internet 
slang: ‘ROFL @ur tumblr! g2g—scrunchie time, ttyl?’” Try to imagine 
Margaret Thatcher or James Baker — or even John Kerry — ever typing 
that.

The former First Lady seems desperate to identify with average 
Americans, and it just doesn’t work. On her book tour, she claimed she 
was “unlike a lot of people who are truly well off,” a comment which 
was widely ridiculed. Hillary hails from a comfortably upper-middle-
class family, attended Wellesley, earned a law degree, married the 
upwardly mobile politician Bill, and soon found herself occupying a 
governor’s mansion, then the White House, then a Senate seat, and then 
the top job at the State Department. There’s nothing common about 
any of that. 

Then there’s the prickly side to Hillary, which has also come 
through in the book and on the subsequent book tour. When ABC’s 
Diane Sawyer pressed her about her responsibility for the security 
failure in Benghazi, Libya, that led to the death of four Americans, 
including an ambassador, she floundered. In a friendly interview with 
NPR’s Gwen Ifill, she rolled out anodyne recantations of the struggles 
of the average American. Hillary seemed to be all over TV, on every 
network, for weeks. And who can forget the moment recounted in Hard 
Choices, when at an event in Kinshasa, she’s asked by a local, “What 
does Mr. Clinton think through the mouth of Mrs. Clinton?” and she 
explodes in anger? (Alas, it turns out the question was mistranslated.) 

BookREVIEWS

“The former First Lady seems desperate 
to identify with average Americans, 

and it just doesn’t work.”



Mary Kissel

American 64 Review

At page 600, I was left wondering, “Who is Hillary Clinton?” Hard 
Choices, tries to obscure the answer to that question, but perhaps in 
doing so, answers it. Hillary, is, above all, a survivor. She survived the 
various humiliations and scandals of her husband’s presidency, from 
Whitewater to HillaryCare to Monica Lewinsky. She revived her own 
political reputation in the Senate and forged a name for herself, separate 
from Bill. She lost the presidential nomination but took the job as 
secretary of state, giving her a chance to reinvent her image again. Hard 
Choices is the vehicle through which Hillary wants to introduce herself, 
again, to the American people. 

The question now is whether America wants a political shapeshifter, 
happy to tell the American public what she thinks they want to hear, 
just like her former boss, President Obama. Or to put it another way, 
would America elect another President who prefers to give lip service 
to hard choices, but never takes them? Hillary might’ve been better 
served writing a narrative that honestly examined the failures of her 
four long years as secretary of state and proposed how not to make the 
same mistakes again. That would’ve been honest, and hard. But writing 
a book like that requires hard choices. n
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Nixon obsessives have been waiting a 
long time for this book. Pat Buchanan’s 
insider account of Richard Nixon’s rise 
from zero to hero, out of the so-called 
Wilderness Years of 1962 to 1968, is 
told from a unique vantage point. On 
the one hand, Buchanan was part of 
Nixon’s inner-circle — more family than 
campaign staff. On the other hand, he 
was never found guilty of wrongdoing 
in Watergate — which gives him the 
untainted, uncensored perspective of a 
man with nothing to hide. (It was once 
joked that he was the only former Nixon 
staffer who didn’t need permission from 
his parole officer to appear on 
television.) So Buchanan on Nixon’s 
road to the White House promises a real 
historical scoop.

His title, The Greatest Comeback, is not hyperbolic. In the mid-
1960s, former vice president Richard M. Nixon looked like a dead 
duck. Beaten by a handful of votes in the 1960 presidential election, he 
tried to regain a political foothold by entering California’s 1962 
gubernatorial contest. Not only did Nixon lose, but he managed to 

For all the 37th president’s flaws, he had an 
amazing ability to bounce back from serious setbacks

In praise of Richard Nixon 

The Greatest Comeback: How Richard 
Nixon Rose from Defeat to Create the 
New Majority
by Patrick J. Buchanan 
The Crown Forum, 2014
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pluck defeat from the jaws of defeat by telling the press that they 
wouldn’t have him to kick around any more — an act of petulance that 
led many to write him off for good. Yet just six years later, he had 
wormed his way back into the White House. Pat tells us how.

Buchanan met Nixon in December 1965, when Buchanan was still 
a lowly editorial writer, and Pat straight away asked if he could be on 
his team should he consider another run for the presidency. Nixon said: 
“You’re not as conservative as Bill Buckley, are you?” — a question 
that betrayed Tricky Dick’s lack of ideology. The fact that Buchanan 
probably was even more conservative than William F. Buckley, 
controversial editor of the National Review, was mitigated by his 
Catholicism: Buchanan describes Nixon’s team-building as if it was an 
early example of positive discrimination, containing a mix of liberals, 
conservatives, Catholics, Jews and Protestants. Nixon always wanted 
to be surrounded by the brightest and the best, in a fine ethnic and 
political balance that meant he was never exposed to just one point of 
view. 

Buchanan was certainly bright. His ability to write intelligent yet 
punchy prose for his new boss proved indispensable to Nixon as he 
tried to reach out to both the Republican right and Democrats troubled 
by their country’s descent into social anarchy. Pat was one of those 
“Ciceros of the cab drivers.” How can one resist a writer who crowbars 
this story into the narrative of the 1966 congressional elections?

Under the pressure, one advance man broke down, walked off, 
and simply disappeared. I was told he was found shacked up in 
a Las Vegas hotel with a lady he did not know and whose 
company he could not afford.

Nixon and Buchanan grew to like each other. Pat’s affection for 
Nixon becomes obvious in his description of those aspects of his boss’s 
personality that are not popularly known. He did not have time for 
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novels. He didn’t drink a great deal but when he did he succumbed 
easily to the boisterous drunkenness of an over-tired man. He admired 
Charles de Gaulle and found the accent of the upper-class British Tories 
impenetrable. He wept like a child when his mother died. He revelled 
in saucy gossip about other politicians. He commanded and expected 
respect, but would tolerate dissent if it were honest. On that last point, 
one anecdote stands out as particularly vivid. When Buchanan heard 
that Nixon was going to support liberal Republican Nelson Rockefeller 
in his re-election for governor of New York, Pat stormed into Nixon’s 
bathroom as he was stepping into the shower and said, “You’re not 
going to endorse that sonofabitch are you?” Nixon, presumably 
somewhat nude, had every right to sack Buchanan on the spot. Instead, 
he just laughed and said “Don’t worry, we’ll get something for it.”

Nixon’s politics were hard to clearly discern. He railed against 
“liberal crap” but also told Buchanan that he was tired of dealing with 
conservative “nuts.” Pat writes: “The Nixon I knew had many 
conservative views and values, but was no ideologue.” Having grown 
up in modest poverty, he “did not see government as the enemy” — 
and Buchanan goes to great lengths to stress his support for civil rights. 

Nixon was essentially a good public servant of moderate views 
whose political identity was shaped by expediency. When he had 
decided to run for the 1968 Republican nomination, he described the 
task ahead of him thus: “The trouble with far right conservatives … is 
that they really don’t give a damn about people and the voters see that. 
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Yet any Republican candidate can’t stray too far from the right-wingers 
because they can dominate a primary and are even important in a close 
general election.” This piece of insight was incredibly fresh in 1968 and 
is still relevant to Republican politics today: the Republican right might 
alienate centrist voters but it’s become impossible to win without them.

So how did Nixon go from dead duck in 1962 to a phoenix arisen 
from the ashes in 1968? Buchanan’s answers challenge a couple of 
myths. First, Nixon’s nomination in 1968 was more likely than it 
seemed — even if it did take a lot of hard work. The 1962 California 
defeat embarrassed him but didn’t change the fact that Nixon was a 
respected global statesman whose status was only rivalled by the 
president himself. The excitement and energy within the Republican 
Party might have been more obvious on the right and the press may 
have fawned over the Republican left, but Nixon dominated the 
mainstream of his party. There is good reason why from 1953 to 1974 
there were only eight years in which this man did not sit in the White 
House, for the arch anti-communist dominated early Cold War 
American politics. And his foreign policy credentials left him perfectly 
situated to offer leadership on the most important issue of 1968: 
Vietnam.

Second, Nixon played the electorate with greater nuance than is 
often appreciated. Rick Perlstein’s 2008 book Nixonland: The Rise of 
a President and the Fracturing of America popularised the idea that he 
was a shameless race-baiter, but Buchanan argues that Nixon actually 
responded to the racial politics of the era in a responsible and balanced 
way. He stood for law and order, yes, but he was also proud of his civil 
rights record and he attacked the Johnson White House for failing to 
denounce statewide Democrats running on racist platforms. In the 
1968 presidential election, it was Alabama Democrat George C Wallace, 
rebranded as an independent, who monopolised the racist vote. As 
Matt Lassiter argued in The Silent Majority: Suburban Politics in the 
Sunbelt South Nixon’s constituency was not the rednecks, but rather 
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white middle class suburbanites who disliked the growth of the federal 
government and feared black militancy but who regarded racism as 
fundamentally un-American.

That said, sometimes Buchanan’s loyalty to Nixon clouds his 
judgment. He insists, for instance, that there was no Southern strategy: 
that Nixon never sought to appeal to that region’s particular brand of 
racial conservatism. Yet Buchanan recalls with pride Nixon’s sympathy 
with advice to “go hunting where the ducks are” in Dixie and quotes 
Nixon heralding the “coming of age of the GOP in the South.” Implicit 
in that “coming of age” was a subtle shift in the Republican Party’s 
stance away from a commitment to black civil rights supported by the 
federal government and towards resisting federal intrusion into state 
affairs, thus tolerating aspects of white prejudice. Yes, President Nixon 
did quietly back the desegregation of all-white schools. But the idea 
that he never hunted among the ducks loitering in the swamp of racial 
sentiment is unconvincing.

Ultimately, a number of the qualities that Buchanan identifies in 

Nixon would prove to be his downfall. The doublespeak, duplicity, 
philosophical fair-weatherism, arrogance, paranoia, and determination 
to win at almost any cost would all contribute to the “cancer on the 
presidency” that was Watergate. Buchanan closes his book arguing that 
if Nixon had stepped down after one term, in 1973, then he’d be 
remembered as “one of the great or near-great presidents.” But Nixon 
was not a quitter. He imagined himself to be an American de Gaulle — 

BookREVIEWS

“Nixon’s constituency was not the 
rednecks, but rather white middle class 
suburbanites who disliked the growth 

of the federal government.”



Tim Stanley

American 70 Review

a leader who, by embodying the will of the nation, reached beyond 
partisan politics. But the difference between de Gaulle and Tricky Dick 
was that de Gaulle was loved. Nixon was admired but hardly anyone 
felt sentimental towards him, which is partly why he found himself 
with so few friends at the end.

One of the few was Buchanan, and that’s why his book is important. 
Nixon has been so maligned and libelled in popular culture that it takes 
the writing of an admirer to redress the balance. From the pages of this 
witty, thoroughly researched and undeniably subjective book emerges 
a Nixon who triumphed through smarts and perseverance. A very 
American hero, indeed. n
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