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In a relatively rare occurrence, early 2013 will see two newly mandated 
administrations setting up at the same time in the United States and 
China. If President Obama returns to the White House for another four 
years, he will do so with the knowledge that China’s new leaders will be 
in place for the entirety of his second term. If Governor Romney prevails 
in November, it is possible he will be dealing with the same Chinese 
leadership for eight years if he wins a second term.

This offers a significant opportunity for the US-China relationship 
which, over the past year, has been freighted with more than its usual 
share of challenges, controversies, dust-ups, and uncertainties, especially 
in the sensitive political and security arenas. It has seen Chen Guangcheng, 

Changing of the guard
The coming year brings new leaders and new 

challenges for the China-US relationship
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the Chinese human rights lawyer, seeking refuge at the US embassy in 
Beijing, and Wang Lijun, the senior Chongqing official, seeking refuge 
at the US consulate in Chengdu. There have been increasing tensions in 
the South China Sea and accusations of Chinese cyberattacks against 
US companies and government systems. Adding to these challenges has 
been the US reorientation towards the Asia-Pacific and the deployment 
of China’s first aircraft carrier.

In earlier times, any one of these developments could have put 
US-China relations on ice and led to a deterioration across numerous 
aspects of relations between the two. However, overall, the relationship 
has weathered these recent storms well, with no obvious damage to ties.

What explains this? Is this a sign of things to come or merely a 
temporary pause in the US-China strategic competition?

Many observers in the United States suggest there is a growing 
maturity to the relationship, which provides a steadying ballast for 
navigating rougher waters. That may be: the two sides now hold some 60 
different ministerial and sub-ministerial meetings a year; the top leaders 
of the United States and China meet frequently in bilateral discussions, 
often on the sidelines of multilateral gatherings such as the G-20 or the 
Nuclear Security Summit. Steadier relations, born of a growing familiarity 
and better management of expectations, and less prone to mood swings 
and overreaction, are surely welcome.

But there are other explanations as well. One reason is that both 
countries are fixated on addressing some tough domestic transitions. In 
the United States, the sluggish economy and looming fiscal challenges, 
fought over in the polarised political atmosphere of a presidential 
election year, are overwhelmingly the most important concerns of the 
leadership and citizenry. In China, the country is moving through a 
major political transition to install a new set of leaders, a process already 
marked by brittle apprehensions at the top even before it was disrupted 
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by the Bo Xilai scandal. China’s leaders’ concerns remain focused on 
the management of domestic uncertainties in order to keep the party in 
power. Given these priorities at home, neither side sees anything to be 
gained in ratcheting up bilateral tensions.

In addition, the two countries are increasingly dependent upon one 
another, not only economically, but geopolitically as well. China remains 
the single largest foreign purchaser of American debt. The United States 
takes more of China’s exports—more than 17 per cent even during 
an economic downturn—than any other country. Beijing depends 
on American naval power in and around the Gulf, the Indian Ocean, 
and in the Pacific, to help ensure the safe and open flow of resources 
and commodities which are China’s economic and political lifeblood. 
Washington turns to China for support in managing problems with 
third parties such as North Korea and Iran. In short, both sides need one 
another and have little interest to upset the comity from which both can 
gain.

 At the same time, there is no denying that an underlying strategic 
mistrust persists in US-China relations. The militaries on both sides see 
one another as potential adversaries in the future, and dutifully prepare 
for that possibility. Military-to-military exchanges and confidence-
building measures to mitigate such an adversarial relationship lack 
depth and regularity. Potentially dangerous run-ins between the two 
militaries—such as the collision between a US reconnaissance plane and 
a Chinese fighter in 2001 or the 2009 confrontation between the US 
naval vessel Impeccable and five Chinese ships in the South China Sea—
remain stark possibilities.

More profoundly, significant segments of the two societies view 
the other unfavourably and with suspicion, generating a sense of zero-
sum competition over the long term. These longstanding issues of 
mistrust between the two sides have only deepened as China has grown 
in economic and military strength and as Washington has worked to 
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reinvigorate its alliance relationships and overall presence in the Asia-
Pacific. These sentiments are readily seen in polling data. In a 2012 Gallup 
poll commissioned by the China Daily, almost 80 per cent of Americans 
surveyed said “lack of trust” was the biggest obstacle to improved US-
China relations. Another Gallup poll released in early 2012 noted that 
in the US, favourable views of China had remained stuck in the low- to 
mid-40 per cent range for more than a decade.

Similar results are reflected in China. A survey carried out in February 
2012 in seven major Chinese cities found that, by a large margin, 
“hegemonism” is the first thing to come to mind for Chinese respondents 
when talking about the USA.  More than half of those surveyed in this 
Chinese poll felt that US-China relations were “bad” or “very bad”. 
According to polling by the Pew Research Center, favourability ratings 
of the United States in China have remained below 50 per cent for six 
of the seven years between 2005 and 2011, and stood at 44 per cent for 
2011.

Thus, US-China relations, while maturing and deepening in many 
respects, with their respective political leaderships seeking to build more 
constructive ties, nevertheless appear to be strategically ambivalent at best 
and, at worst, at risk of veering into a more confrontational relationship 
in the longer term. In light of this, the coming year in US-China relations 
will be especially important. n
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In Phoenix earlier this year, I met Tony Valdovenos, one of a small 
army of on-the-ground volunteers deployed by Barack Obama’s 
campaign to register new voters in Arizona. 

After just a few weeks on the job, he claimed to have signed up 
about 100 potential voters, all Hispanics. He was especially motivated, 
he told me, because as someone brought into the country by his illegal 
immigrant parents, the one voter he can’t register is himself. “At the 
end of the day, this is very personal for me,” he said. 

Not only is it not possible for Valdovenos to vote, but the new 

Latino dreaming
Romney is making tardy moves to build 

bridges with the Hispanic electorate 
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legislation has also made it too expensive for him to study. Illegals 
can no longer get the same financial support for state universities that 
is available for locals. As a result, he has dropped out of university in 
Phoenix because he can’t afford the $80,000 upfront cost for a four-
year degree. 

Arizona has become ground zero in the heated immigration 
debate in the US. This has happened in the wake of the tough 2010 
legislation making police determine the immigration status of anyone 
they stop or search, and restricting state services for illegals. In the 
process of securing the Republican nomination, Mitt Romney took 
a tough line on illegal immigration and even publicly supported the 
Arizona law. It is something that Obama’s team is determined no one 
forgets in the run-up to the November election.

Heading into the poll with low approval ratings on the economy, 
President Obama is deploying other weapons in his fight to keep 
the White House and few are more important than the Hispanic 
community. Hispanics are at the forefront of an extraordinary ongoing 
racial makeover of the US population that has been occurring over 
the past four decades and which is literally changing the face of the 
country. In the process, this community has the potential to transform 
US politics too.

According to the 2010 US Census, people identifying themselves 
as Hispanic accounted for more than half of the country’s population 
growth of 27.3 million in the previous decade, increasing at four times 
the rate of the rest of America. The Hispanic population, a definition 
which covers anyone who traces their parents or ancestry to Spanish-
speaking countries, reached 50 million, or one in six Americans, by 
2010. By 2050, on current projections, they could make up one-third 
of the population. Much of the increase is homegrown: children born 
in the US to Hispanic parents, millions of whom arrived in the country 
illegally and remain in a legal limbo land, without any way to gain 
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citizenship.

Some Republicans, like former president George W. Bush, also a 
former Texas governor, embrace Hispanics, but the party’s nativist 
wing has prevailed in recent years, rejecting proposals to find a way 
for illegal immigrants to gain citizenship.

In place of the pro-citizenship plan, known as the Dream Act, 
which is now part of the Obama administration’s platform, the loudest 
Republican voices are identified with mass deportation, summary 
arrest and electrified border fences.

Although demography is not destiny in politics, Hispanics have 
flocked behind President Obama, largely overlooking his own failure 
to push the DREAM Act when the Democrats controlled Congress in 
the two years to 2010. In the latest polls, Hispanics support Obama 
over Republicans by a margin of more than two to one. 

The split over Hispanics underlines a broader, disturbing trend, 
a wholesale re-racialisation of US politics, with whites, especially 
men, clustered around the Republicans, while African Americans 
and immigrants find a home with the Democrats. If sustained, such a 
trend should favour Democrats, as the white share of the population 
is shrinking. States like Texas, which is already more than a third 
Hispanic, could start to lean Democrat by 2020 on present voting 
patterns. This comes after two decades as a conservative bulwark.

“The nativist message you hear when Republicans talk this way 
extends to all immigrant groups,” Jon Huntsman, former Republican 
candidate told me over coffee. “I am not sure that Republicans have 
figured that out yet.”

The immigration split between the Republicans and Democrats 
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has dangers, including the possible Balkanisation of the political 
landscape with policies that entrench the racial divide. Democrats 
could fall into the trap that engulfed the Labor Party in Australia, 
embracing immigrant communities while alienating the traditional 
working-class voter.

The Obama campaign is going to extraordinary lengths to find 
and get Hispanics to the polls. In recent months Spanish-language 
television ads ran in four states—Florida, New Mexico, Nevada and 
Colorado. Each had different voiceovers and scripts to capture the 
accents of the variety of Hispanic communities, ranging from Puerto 
Rican, to Cuban, to Mexican.

In the meantime, with the primaries out of the way, Romney is 
pondering how to regain the ground he has lost with Hispanics. He is 
being helped by Marco Rubio, the Republican senator from Florida, 
who is preparing a new version of the DREAM Act containing 
provisions for guest workers, which he hopes will be acceptable to 
the right. The charismatic Rubio, who is of Cuban origin, has unusual 
credentials to build bridges on a difficult issue: he is both a Tea Party 
favourite and also someone who has long tried to moderate the tone 
of the immigration debate. 

In some ways, the problem is beginning to solve itself. The 
economic downturn, tighter border controls, and increasing prosperity 
in Mexico brought net immigration to a standstill by 2011, according 
to the Pew Research Center. The number of illegal immigrants from 
Mexico has also fallen, from 7 million in 2007 to 6.1 million in 2011. 
But this historic turnaround has not yet filtered into the political 
debate. The question for Romney is not whether he shifts his position 
on immigration, but how and when. n
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As far as US strategy in Afghanistan is concerned, the die is now cast 
and the gamble made. The United States will continue to support the 
Karzai administration and whatever its successor in Kabul may be. 
Ground forces will withdraw by the end of 2014, but US military bases 
and Special Forces will remain at least until 2024, by agreement with the 
Kabul government. As a result of this agreement, there can be no peace 
settlement with the Afghan Taliban leadership, which has repeatedly 
declared that any long-term presence of US forces would make agreement 
impossible.

This US strategy involves a triple gamble: that the Afghan National 
Army (ANA) will be able to hold the line against the Taliban; that once 

The Afghan gamble
Afghanistan may yet surprise  

doubtful observers
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Western soldiers are no longer visibly present in most of Afghanistan, a 
large number of ordinary Taliban fighters will give up the fight and go 
home; and that when President Karzai’s present term comes to an end in 
2014 and he is constitutionally bound to step down, it will be possible 
to find a successor who can prevent the multiple ethnic, factional, and 
personal rivalries on the anti-Taliban side in Afghanistan from tearing 
the political scene in Kabul apart.

None of these are irrational or impossible gambles. I vividly remember 
how, when I was a journalist for the Times (London) covering the 
Afghan War in 1988-89 from the side of the Pakistan-based anti-Soviet 
Mujahedin, the overwhelming consensus among Western journalists and 
analysts was that when the Soviet forces withdrew, the communist state 
that they left behind would be overthrown in a matter of months, if not 
weeks. In fact, that state lasted for three years, outlived the Soviet Union 
itself, and indeed only fell apart because, after the Soviet collapse in the 
winter of 1991, essential Soviet supplies of money, arms, and fuel dried 
up. 

With hindsight, we had missed a number of key factors. Firstly—
and this was brought home to me with shattering force by the contrast 
between the battle of Jalalabad in March 1989 and previous travel with 
the Mujahedin—there is a tremendous difference between guerrilla 
warfare, which relies on the dispersal of forces to avoid superior enemy 
firepower, and concentration of forces to attack defended cities. The 
Mujahedin were shot to pieces at Jalalabad. The same will happen to 
the Taliban if they concentrate forces to attack cities held by the Kabul 
government.

Secondly, we did not realise the extent to which, once the hated 
Soviet forces had gone, many ordinary Afghans, especially in the cities, 
would begin to concentrate their minds on the very unattractive aspects 
of possible Mujahedin victory. And lastly, we did not realise the extent to 
which Soviet money and agreements with Communist forces on sharing 
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the heroin trade had neutralised many local Mujahedin commanders—
not to the point of openly going over to the government, but of only 
pretending to fight.

A combination of all these factors may also work for the Kabul 
government and its Western backers after 2014. All the same though, 
this is a very considerable gamble. For if there are similarities between 
the Soviet position in 1989 and the US position today, there are also 
differences. The Soviet military left completely. US aircraft and special 
forces will remain, and will continue to carry out raids in support of 
the Kabul government. This may strengthen that government militarily, 
but at the price of maintaining the impression of US occupation among 
many Afghans.

With these forces, the US can back up the ANA in successfully 
defending Kandahar and other cities against being stormed by the 
Taliban; but given everything that we have seen in recent years, can the 
ANA really hold Helmand, for example, without the help of US and 
British ground forces? 

If Washington allows Helmand to fall, this could well set off a domino 
effect which leads to the fall of Kandahar—not through storm, but 
through the defection of sections of its garrison that see which way the 
tide is running. For what many Western analysts have not realised is that 
a great many Afghan soldiers are not in the ANA for love of democracy 
or Karzai, but only for pay, and that they often have close relatives in the 
Taliban. If, on the other hand, the US has to launch massive air attacks 
and special forces attacks to save Helmand from falling, involving large-
scale civilian casualties, then it will not be clear either to Afghans or 
Americans in what sense the US has actually withdrawn.

Perhaps most importantly of all Moscow did not have to worry 
about the appearance of democracy, and had in Najibullah Khan an allied 
dictator who was formidable in himself and commanded real respect 
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(mixed with hatred) among many members of the Pashtun ethnicity. 
Karzai commands no such respect, and Washington has no idea whom 
to replace him with in 2014.

Finally, there is the wild card of Pakistan. There is no chance 
whatsoever of Pakistan either attacking the Afghan Taliban or of pushing 
them towards a peace settlement which they are bound to reject. This 
means that a highly tense US-Pakistani relationship will continue. At 
any moment, this could be drastically inflamed by a worst version of 
one of the incidents that we have seen over the past year: a US raid 
to kill an al Qaeda leader in Pakistan, which this time meets Pakistani 
resistance; a fresh instance of US forces killing Pakistani soldiers on the 
border; or, worst of all, a terrorist attack on US soil linked to Pakistani-
based militants, leading to a greatly intensified and extended US drone 
campaign against targets in Pakistan. This in turn could lead to greatly 
increased Pakistani support for the Taliban.

Given all these fears, I advocated a genuine US attempt at a settlement 
with the Taliban. It is clear however that this is not going to happen, at 
least for a considerable time to come. For better or worse, the United 
States and its allies are stuck with the gamble outlined above and we will 
just have to hope that they win it. n
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The last session of the NATO summit in Chicago in May was devoted 
to a salute to 13 NATO “partners”, which are nations that don’t belong 
to NATO but take part in alliance operations. The session didn’t get 
much attention. It should have. 

Ever since the Cold War ended 20 years ago, NATO has been an 
alliance without a mission, making itself useful in places like Libya 
and Afghanistan without the overarching challenge that the Soviet 
Union provided. The search for that new mandate continues, and the 
emphasis on partners, including Australia, indicates where NATO may 
be looking. If the Chicago summit is any guide, NATO is becoming 
more of a global alliance and less of a European bloc. 

Beyond NATO
The Cold War alliance is moving to extend its 

reach well beyond the North Atlantic
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A peaceful Europe may or may not need NATO’s protection, but 
it doesn’t think it does. Its members, especially the former Communist 
countries, like Poland, who are closest to Russia, still value the American 
connection. But they’re less willing to pay for it: America complains 
that all of Europe foots barely 25 per cent of NATO’s costs. 

At the same time, the American security focus is “pivoting”, as 
President Obama put it, from Europe to Asia, reflecting American 
worries, shared by some Asian nations, of China’s growing economic 
and strategic power.  

What this means has been evolving for two decades. With the Cold 
War over, the United States began urging its European allies to take 
part in “out of area” missions—that is, combat taking place outside the 
traditional North Atlantic area. For the most part, these were missions 
that Washington wanted to do but not on its own. If the Cold War was 
a joint American-European project, out-of-area projects mostly held 
more interest for the US than for its European allies. 

The attack on Serb forces in Bosnia, followed by the Kosovo War, 
were the first examples of these missions. Most European allies joined 
them; they were, after all, on Europe’s southern fringe. Even then, it 
was a hard sell to some nations, especially Germany. 

Afghanistan was the next out-of-area mission, by far the biggest and 
the most problematic, and the first to involve partners. All 28 NATO 
nations have taken part, some more enthusiastically than others, but so 
have troops from 23 non-NATO countries. Four of these countries—
Macedonia, Montenegro, Georgia and Bosnia-Herzegovina—are next 
in line to join NATO; others, like Azerbaijan and Armenia, want to 
join, so want to be useful to the alliance. 

Many of the other partners—including Asian nations such as 
Australia, South Korea, New Zealand, Singapore, Mongolia, and 
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Tonga—are not NATO members and aren’t likely to be. But all came 
to the Chicago summit. Two Mideast nations, Jordan and the United 
Arab Emirates, fought in Afghanistan and, with two others, Morocco 
and Qatar, played an active role in the NATO intervention in Libya. 
Like the Asians, all were at the summit. NATO even invited nations 
like Russia and Pakistan, fitfully useful but not what you’d call pals. In 
the end, there were 34 partner nations in Chicago, which means they 
outnumbered the 28 NATO nations.  

What’s going on? 

First, the US, unlike its European allies, is a global power, with 
global security interests. But it now faces the same financial pressures 
as the Europeans, plus public weariness after the ill-fated Iraq and 
Afghanistan wars. In short, if it’s going to remain a global power, it 
needs help. 

For all its power, the US has always been uncomfortable about 
going alone into foreign wars: even in Vietnam, it recruited all the 
allies it could. In the four out-of-area missions in the past 20 years, 
NATO served this purpose: it is the prime ally and so provided a multi-
national umbrella under which the US could pursue its goals. 

As the world’s most successful military alliance, NATO remains a 
useful umbrella and will no doubt be called upon to bless American 
forays far from Europe. But most European allies, facing financial and 
political pressures of their own, will hesitate to actually send troops 
into these battles. 

This is where the partners come in. The United States will try to 
get the formal authority of NATO for out-of-area missions, but it will 
mostly ask the partners to join in the real fighting. Some partners, 
like Macedonia, will have their own reasons for joining. Others, like 
Australia, could find these conflicts in their own backyards and will 
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have a strategic reason to take part. Others, like Japan or South Korea, 
see the US as their best ally against Chinese domination, as the West 
Europeans once valued the US shield against the Soviet Union. 

We’re halfway there already. The Libya mission actively involved 
12 nations, but only eight belonged to NATO. Four Arab nations, 
sensing turmoil in their own neighbourhood, made up the rest. In a 
sense, Obama is adopting George W. Bush’s reliance on “coalitions of 
the willing”. But unlike Bush, he includes NATO in these coalitions. 

These partnerships are no formal alliance—at least, not yet. NATO 
grew out of a specific postwar European situation. But NATO always 
existed, at least in part, as an arm of American policy, most obviously in 
Afghanistan. The new partners, in Asia and the Middle East, similarly 
are being recruited to help the US do what it wants or needs to do. As 
these partnerships grow, the partners will play a bigger role in NATO 
training and logistics: they’ll be part of NATO’s military structure 
but, as non-members, won’t have a voice in the alliance’s political 
deliberations in Brussels.   

Theoretically, this partnership knows no limits. Ivo Daalder, the 
US permanent representative (ambassador) to NATO, has written that 
NATO is uniquely ready to respond to “international crises”. But such 
crises can take place anywhere. Daalder stresses that NATO can act 
only if its members give approval. There’s no reason to think these 
European members won’t give this approval—so long as they don’t 
actually have to fight.  

This is why Obama went out of his way in Chicago to salute these 
new global partners—all 34 of them. To Obama and the United States, 
the Europeans are the past: still friends but not reliable allies. The 
partners are the future. n  
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Who will blink first in Iran’s nuclear poker game? 
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As war agitation intensifies over Iran’s nuclear program, much of 
the world’s attention naturally focuses on the three men at the centre 
of the storm—Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, Israeli Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, and US President Barack Obama. Each 
brings his own attributes, impulses, sensibilities and limitations to the 
lingering crisis. But each is also buffeted, as all politicians are, by the 
political pressures and forces swirling through his own national polity. 
Hence, to understand the three leaders’ manoeuvrings, it is helpful to 
probe as well the political milieus in which they operate.

Ahmadinejad presides in a country whose identity is 
indistinguishable from its religion. And the most solemn protector of 
that identity and religion is not Ahmadinejad but Ayatollah Khamenei, 
whose aim is to sustain the revolution that keeps him and his clerical 
establishment in power. He does that by fanning the flames of ideological 
fervour, which means he must control every aspect of Iranian life that 
is related even minutely to the state’s religious and ideological identity. 
That includes foreign policy. 

Netanyahu must contend with a demographic revolution that 
occurred in his country during the past couple of decades, when a 
million and a half immigrants arrived in Israel, 85 per cent from the 
former Soviet Union. These newcomers, some ultraorthodox but many 
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secular, brought to Israeli politics a more stark and uncompromising 
outlook regarding West Bank settlements and also the Iranian threat. 
Netanyahu shares this outlook, but his coalition until recently relied 
on a number of highly ideological splinter parties that rendered his 
government unstable. Thus, Netanyahu’s primary political challenge 
was to fashion a more stable and potent governing alliance, which he 
did. 

For Obama, the preeminent political challenge in this election year 
is his country’s anaemic economic recovery, which could upend his 
incumbency. Just behind that is his effort to craft a new US foreign 
policy that pulls his country away from the kind of expeditionary 
adventures that George W. Bush pursued in Iraq and Afghanistan. The 
two efforts are intertwined. As he seeks to boost the US economy, 
Obama certainly doesn’t need any dire foreign policy crisis, particularly 
one that would blow a hole in his economic efforts. But such a crisis 
could emerge with Iran, perhaps triggered by his nettlesome ally, 
Netanyahu. 

The political realities faced by these three leaders come into play 
starkly as they seek to manoeuvre their countries through the deepening 
crisis. Complexities abound in all three instances. 

Ahmadinejad emerged in Iran’s 2005 presidential election as a kind 
of counterforce to the reformist impulses of his predecessor, Muhammad 
Khatami. In addition to his policies of domestic liberalisation, Khatami 
unfurled a “good neighbour” approach to other Gulf regimes, improved 
relations with European states, and even softened his rhetoric toward 
Israel. After the 9/11 al Qaeda attacks on America, he also sought to 
exploit a perceived opportunity to reach out to the United States. 

Khatami moved cautiously and deftly, knowing opposition 
conservatives harboured intense concerns that his reformist agenda 
could erode the foundations of the Islamic state. It didn’t help when 
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president George W. Bush, in January 2002, included Iran in his famous 
“axis of evil” designation. This proved highly valuable grist for the 
conservatives. Also around this time a new breed of conservative 
emerged—highly reverent young veterans of the Iran-Iraq War who 
were stung by the war’s outcome and angry about the country’s 
reformist direction. Islamist and nationalist in outlook, this New Right 
contingent felt deep suspicion toward the West, particularly America. 

As the leader of this group, Ahmadinejad rose to the presidency. 
His emergence was welcomed by Ayatollah Khamanei, but along the 
way Ahmadinejad angered the Ayatollah with his efforts to expand his 
political powers at the expense of the clerical elite. The Ayatollah also 
grew tired of Ahmadinejad’s messianic rhetoric, his redistributive 
economic policies and his lack of deference toward the Supreme Leader. 
Meanwhile, Iran’s sorry economic state, rendered all the worse through 
a matrix of economic sanctions imposed because of Iran’s nuclear 
development, has undercut Ahmadinejad’s popular support. 

In parliamentary elections in March 2012, Khamanei gained a 
sufficient majority to bring Ahmadinejad under control. He revealed a 
plan to eliminate the presidential position when the incumbent’s second 
term expires in June 2013. Thus the Ayatollah has undermined the 
President’s political standing and his clout. Even if Ahmadinejad wished 
to halt Iran’s nuclear efforts and negotiate a crisis solution with the 
UN and the West, and there is evidence he does wish to do so, it isn’t 
clear the matter resides in his hands. 

Netanyahu looks at all this with immense trepidation, which 
generates an iron resolve. To him, Iran represents an existential threat 
to Israel akin to the one faced by European Jews in 1939. He is bent on 
neutralising this threat by whatever means necessary. Politically, he is 
in sync with the hardline sentiment that emerged in Israel in the wake 
of the recent immigration wave and seriously attenuated the power of 
the country’s liberal Labor and Meretz parties. In 1992 they commanded 
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56 seats in the 120-seat Knesset—enough to form a governing coalition 
dedicated to a two-state solution for the occupied lands in the West 
Bank and Gaza. After the most recent elections, these two parties 
commanded only 16 seats, and polls indicate that more than 70 per 
cent of Israelis identify themselves as right wing. 

But Netanyahu could never quite extricate himself politically from 
the small, right-wing groupings that were necessary for him to secure 
his coalition. This constricted his freedom of action and rendered him 
vulnerable to the often-erratic sentiments of these fringe coalition 
elements. The Prime Minister recently solved all this with one brilliant 
stroke—establishing a unity alliance with the Kadima Party’s Shaul 
Mofaz. This gives Netanyahu’s government 94 Knesset seats. It also 
marginalises the fringe parties and gives the Prime Minister wide 
latitude of manoeuvre on all matters, including the question of whether 
to attack Iran’s nuclear facilities.

Netanyahu has one lingering problem: he’s not sure he can count 
on Barack Obama to take the kind of hard line on Iran that he wishes 
to see from America. He sparred with the US President a year ago on 
the question of a West Bank Palestinian solution, and some felt he 
humiliated the President later with a forceful speech to the US Congress 
that generated abundant applause from lawmakers and with a 
subsequent address before the pro-Israel American Israel Public Affairs 
Committee (AIPAC). Netanyahu’s confidence in his ability to sway 
American public opinion is well known. As he put it in an unguarded 
moment, “I know what America is. America is something you can move 
easily and push to the right direction. They won’t stand in our way. So 
let’s assume they’re saying something, let them talk. Eighty per cent of 
Americans are on our side.”

When Netanyahu returned to America in March for this year’s 
AIPAC conference, Obama seemed bent on preventing another such 
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episode. But, in an apparent attempt to stave off a unilateral Israeli 
attack on Iran, the President stiffened his own position considerably. 
He removed from the table any US acceptance of a deterrence policy 
following Iranian development of nuclear weaponry. That was 
tantamount to a war commitment if necessary to prevent a nuclear 
Iran. It can’t be stated definitively that the spectre of a unilateral Israeli 
strike on Iran, which inevitably would draw America into another 
Middle East war, induced Obama to embrace his own tougher stance. 
But it is clear that Obama’s political imperative is to prevent a war 
with Iran if at all possible—and, if not, to forestall it as long as he can. 

And so attention is focused on the ongoing negotiations between 
Iran and the so-called P5+1 powers (the United States, Britain, France, 
Russia, China, and Germany). These talks may be the three leaders’ 
final chance to defuse the crisis. In any event, with Obama’s recent 
rejection of deterrence, there seem to be three possibilities, and only 
three. Either Iran backs away from its current course and accepts 
serious curtailments on its nuclear enrichment program; or Obama 
retreats from a solemnly expressed resolve; or there will be war. n
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Persian pride 
At the heart of Iran’s drive for nuclear  
power is the belief that it can be great again

By Ali Ansari
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For many foreign observers, Iran’s determination to pursue a 
nuclear program appears both incongruous and nonsensical. This is 
particularly the case in light of the growing international isolation 
and the economic costs being inflicted through increasingly punitive 
sanctions, culminating in an embargo on Iranian oil by the European 
Union. 

Few are convinced by Iran’s repeated protests that the program is 
wholly peaceful: Why is it that a country lavishly endowed with oil 
and gas resources should require nuclear power? Why is it that for all 
the enriched uranium, there appears to be no extant plan for the 
construction of power plants? These questions, along with the 
persistent reckless rhetoric about the existence of the state of Israel 
and the veracity or otherwise of the Holocaust, have combined to 
reinforce a sense of unease among international observers, especially 
in the West. 

Even those who remain agnostic about a weapons program agree 
that Iran has questions to answer and contradictions to clarify. Subject 
to satisfactory clarifications and reassurances over the peaceful nature 
of its program, they argue, Iran would be permitted to continue within 
the rubric of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). Iran, of 
course, argues that it has not broken the terms of the NPT. It argues 
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that, unlike some other states, it signed the NPT, that a number of 
signatories have not strictly adhered to its terms, and that 
fundamentally the persecution of Iran is politically and legally driven. 

It should be apparent from even this briefest of surveys that the 
legal arguments around the NPT are underpinned by a much more 
powerful narrative of distrust that has emerged between Iran and the 
West over the better part of three decades. But there are deeper 
sentiments shaping Iranian attitudes that stretch back further into a 
history of greatness, decline, and a yearning to recover a status once 
enjoyed and now denied. At its heart is a nationalist narrative that 
few in the West have understood and many in Iran have exploited.

FUNDAMENTAL to any understanding of Iran’s nuclear program is 
the development of a particular narrative of Iranian nationalism and 
how it is applied. Iranian politicians, and President Ahmadinejad is 
no exception, have frequently deployed the myth of victimisation, 
portraying Iran as a victim of Western—essentially Anglo-American—
persecution and double standards. But this sentiment can only be 
properly understood as part of the broader belief in the historical 
grandeur and distinctiveness of Iranian civilisation. Put simply, Iran 
once was a great power and will be so again. This status and prestige 
will be achieved through technological prowess and those who seek 
to obstruct this achievement are against the greatness of Iran. 

This narrative of prestige is the simplest and most emotive aspect 
of the nationalist argument. Other dimensions include the popular 
legitimacy that scientific progress proffers. In his will, Ayatollah 
Khomeini urged Iranians to pursue science, in part because, he argued, 
secularists had always suggested that religion was against science and 
that Islam in particular was backward and reactionary. Nothing could 
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be further from the truth. Islam had always promoted science and if 
the faith was to flourish and grow, it had to do so again. If the 
development of nuclear technology empowered the nation, it 
legitimised the Islamic Republic.

Moreover the cause, as narrated here, unifies disparate groups 
that may have no particular affection for the government and regime 
behind it. Indeed, one of the striking aspects of the nuclear program 
as an act of resistance has been the ease with which the government 
of the Islamic Republic has been able to unify Iranians behind a 
general cause that it has chosen to continue. And this last distinction 
is an important one. This is not a cause of the Islamic Republic but a 
national cause that transcends the revolution and has its roots in the 
period of the monarchy. It can therefore be supported by the very 
people the revolution rejected, and perhaps, more importantly in 
terms of support among the diaspora, among Iranians who rejected 
the revolution. 

This was the narrative constructed by Iranian Foreign Minister 
Ali Akbar Salehi in his opinion piece in the Washington Post in April 
this year. The essay traced Iran’s nuclear program to the Shah and 
effectively played down the consequences of the Islamic Revolution 
on the domestic and international political landscape. Continuity, not 
change, was what mattered in this particular respect. Here was a 
national cause that all Iranians could agree upon whatever their 
particular political perspective. It allowed diaspora Iranians to satisfy 
their desire to portray their nationalism with little immediate cost to 
themselves, while at the same time allowing the officials of the Islamic 
Republic a broader legitimacy as champions of a nationalist cause of 
resistance.

The narrative of resistance was further reinforced through a 
particular economic dimension. Thus it was argued that the West was 
obstructing Iran’s nuclear program because it sought to hinder and 
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constrain Iran’s economic development. Put simply, Iran should by 
right be the economic powerhouse of the region, but, in typical 
historical fashion, the West was seeking to prevent this from 
happening. 

Other aspects of economic development were largely sidelined, 
and when some Iranians commented that this determination to resist 
the West at all costs may actually end up doing exactly what the West 
apparently seeks to achieve—in other words, bankrupt the country—
they were quickly silenced and marginalised. Such nuanced arguments 
simply did not have the populist appeal of resistance at all costs, and 
at worst resulted in the proponent being labelled a traitor. 

For those who might counter that Iran’s economic development 
might be better served by improving infrastructure and the oil and 
gas sectors, the response alternated between pointing out that 
sanctions prevented their development (this was a circular argument 
since it could also be argued that better international relations and a 
settlement of the nuclear impasse would alleviate sanctions), and that 
the economic and scientific gains of the nuclear program were 
unquantifiable but essential for a developing economy. Such arguments 
served to maintain support among the country’s intellectuals and 
scientists, who again might not have seen eye-to-eye with the regime 
but who had a certain pride in the historic contributions of Iranian 
civilisation to science.

THE various nationalist arguments have been reinforced by a certain 
reading of the historical relationship with the West. This sees the rise 
of the West as having caused the decline of Iran. Here, once again, 
while the ideological reading may be monochrome, the reality has 
always been more complex. Indeed, if popular history believes that 
Iran has suffered over the last 200 years from Anglo-American 
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duplicity, the reality of the matter is that Iran’s chief tormenter in this 
period has been Russia. In fact Iran has lost more territory to Russia 
over the last two centuries than to any other power. For those with 
any historical awareness, it was the Treaty of Turkmenchai between 
Russia and Iran in 1828 which signalled the end of Iran’s great power 
status. In more recent memory, it was the Soviet Union that refused 
to withdraw from Iranian Azerbaijan at the end of World War II, thus 
precipitating the first great crisis of the emerging Cold War. 

Nevertheless, Russia has managed to extract itself from this 
narrative in part because of the ideological sympathies of the Iranian 
left and the realities of the end of the Cold War, which have left 
Russia, like Iran, feeling humbled and wounded by its encounter with 
the West. One should not underestimate the value of mutual ideological 
reinforcement by allies such as Russia and Venezuela, who share a 
deep distrust of Western ambitions. At the same time, Russia has been 
forgiven because few Iranians had any realistic expectations of 
different behaviour, whereas there were different expectations of the 
West. Paradoxically, therefore, Iranian distrust is in part predicated 
on the fact they expected the West to have higher standards, and when 
they fell short of these standards in their dealings with Iran, the 
Iranians felt betrayed. 

At key moments in the last two centuries, Britain has fallen short 
of Iranian expectations. The general assessment has been that at the 
end of the day, whatever idealistic intentions may have existed, crude 
imperial and national interest would always win the day. Seeking 
assistance from the United States, Iranians soon discovered that this 
also applied to their new American friends. 

The defining moment that is seared into the national 
consciousness—though rarely understood—is the oft-cited overthrow 
of prime minister Mosaddegh in a coup in 1953. As with this coup, 
the “wall of mistrust”, as President Khatami would later characterise 
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it, was built brick-by-brick over the succeeding decades through a 
process of selective recollection. US-Iran relations during the first year 
of the Islamic Revolution, for example, are a good deal more opaque 
than either side might care to remember, but the Iranians tend to 
argue that the United States was naturally hostile and conveniently 
displace any recollections of the hostage crisis to the margins. 

Far more important for Iranians is the experience of the Iran-Iraq 
War, which in both general and particular details, reflects the 
perfidiousness and duplicity of the international community. It was 
not just the West, but the West played a pivotal role in supporting 
Saddam Hussein, providing chemical weapons, and restricting the 
Iranian ability to fight both on land and in the Persian Gulf. While 
the implications of the Iran-Contra affair are skated over, the shooting 
down of the Iran Air Airbus by the US in 1988 is taken as emblematic 
of the wickedness of the United States. 

Those realists in the Iranian establishment who argued that some 
sort of modus vivendi needed to be reached with America were 
regarded as, at best, naïve and, at worst, treasonous by those on the 
right of the political spectrum. Khatami’s ill-fated attempts to reach a 
détente with the US were harshly condemned as the mindless musings 
of a wishful thinker, especially after extensive assistance in the 
aftermath of 9/11 and during the invasion of Afghanistan were 
rewarded with President George W. Bush labelling Iran as part of an 
“axis of evil”. The lessons of these cumulative experiences for Iranian 
decision makers were twofold: trust the West at your peril, and pursue 
self-sufficiency at all costs.

THESE broader determinants of Iranian attitudes towards the nuclear 
crisis have been further reinforced by the experience of the negotiations 
themselves. This has embedded a domestic political dynamic that sees 
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some advantage in retaining the nuclear crisis for domestic advantage. 
It’s at this most immediate vantage that the rhetoric of nationalism 
has been abused to serve the interests, not of the nation, but of the 
oligarchy. To understand the rationalisation that has taken place, one 
must recognise the political dynamics of the Khatami period and the 
threat that reform, as it was then understood, posed to a series of 
economic and religious interests. It is easy to forget how popular 
Khatami was at the time of his election in 1997 and what a shock to 
the establishment his landslide election proved to be. It was a wake-
up call, but the lessons learnt were selective. In the main, Khatami’s 
rivals appreciated his political methods while dismissing the substance 
of his arguments. Intoxicated by the popularity he generated, they 
were less interested in the democratic arguments that underlay this 
and opted instead for authoritarian populism. This was to be 
represented in practice by the figures of Ayatollah Khamenei and 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad respectively. 

In order to erase the heresy of reform, the authority of the Supreme 
Leader, Ayatollah Khamenei would be enhanced through the 
articulation of a radical new ideology that situated the leader at the 
apex of a movement that married a popular desire for Iranian 
greatness to a belief in imminent salvation. In practice this would be 
achieved through a systematic policy of divide and rule against the 
political elite, while the personality of Ahmadinejad would be used to 
generate populist support. The strategy to undermine popular support 
for Khatami was twofold: create social insecurity and instability, 
emphasising Khatami’s inability to deal with issues of law and order; 
and replace the cause of reform with one with less immediate domestic 
consequences. Attempts to undermine Khatami’s domestic agenda 
started almost immediately after he took office. Attempts to destabilise 
his international agenda proved more difficult until president Bush 
offered a helping hand. The “axis of evil” designation was a major 
blow to Khatami’s agenda and provided ammunition to those who 
argued that the West could not be trusted. But the situation was to 



Ali Ansari

American 36 Review

get worse.

With the revelation of Iran’s nuclear program in 2002, Khatami 
found himself on the strategic defensive in the very area of policy that 
he was generally assumed to be strongest. Faced with the intransigence 
of hawks both within Iran and abroad (particularly in the US and 
Israel), Khatami’s administration floundered. Unable to secure any 
concessions from the Europeans following the unilateral suspension 
of enrichment, Khatami left office with an air of dejection and aware 
that enrichment was to be continued but this time under the watchful 
eye of a much more hawkish and combative president.

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad came to office on a wave of nationalist 
indignation, which he readily exploited, arguing that the moderation 
of Khatami had brought nothing but humiliation and that the West 
only responded to robust diplomacy. Unfortunately, his understanding 
of diplomacy fell far short of international norms. If the West fatally 
miscalculated in their readings of Iranian domestic politics, their 
increasing urgency and frustration at not being able to secure a deal 
only further fuelled Ahmadinejad’s conceit and self-confidence. 

Ahmadinejad’s tactical position was that the West was bluffing 
and could not do anything in any case to restrain Iran. His flamboyant 
style and provocative rhetoric won new admirers in Iran, but 
technocrats and diplomats warned that his approach was merely 
creating problems for the future. Probably the single most damaging 
development that happened near the start of Ahmadinejad’s first term 
was the decision to ignore the threat that the International Atomic 
Energy Agency (IAEA) would refer Iran’s nuclear program to the UN 
Security Council. This would transform the problem from one that 
was fundamentally about the technical adherence to the spirit and 
letter of the law to one of security, which had more to do with 
perceptions rather than technicalities.
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 That Khamenei effectively delegated power to Ahmadinejad in 
this period reflected a number of diverse priorities, the most important 
being the consolidation of hardline power around the centralised 
authority of the Supreme Leader. High oil prices and the nuclear crisis 
allowed Ahmadinejad to spend generously to secure support, while 
all the while using the nuclear crisis to energise nationalist sentiment 
and shut down political dissent on the justification that the country 
was facing a threat. It did no harm that the war talk in Washington 
and Tel Aviv regularly resulted in higher oil prices and further 
repression. Moreover, the incremental and piecemeal sanctions that 
were being imposed could be accommodated and also used to enhance 
the power of the very people that supported the emerging autocracy. 
The best example of this was the growing economic power of the 
Revolutionary Guard, which had been emerging for some time but 
was now given a substantial boost on the basis of new security 
concerns and because foreign companies were pulling out of the 
country. 

A new oligarchy was therefore emerging in Iran and, as in the 
Iran-Iraq War, was doing well out of conflict and had no interest in 
seeing it concluded. Thus, paradoxically, the international crisis over 
Iran’s nuclear program has provided the opportunity for political and 
economic consolidation by one particular faction within Iran, whose 
intransigence—reinforced by an ideological worldview that goes well 
beyond the nationalism described above—has effectively ensured that 
they identified themselves as the national interest. 

BOTH Ahmadinejad and Khamenei shared a religious worldview that 
saw them destined to lead Iran to an imminent utopia predicated on 
the collapse of the West and the reconfigurement of the world order 
under Islamic Iranian leadership. More recently, Khamenei has moved 
to marginalise Ahmadinejad and situate himself firmly in the lead of 
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this utopian narrative. This is aspiration to great power status on a 
whole new scale, which appropriates many of the old themes and 
magnifies them. It is not sufficient simply to distrust the West, one has 
to oppose it in all areas, and the re-emergence of Iran will be achieved 
on its collapse, the passing of which requires patience and perseverance. 
From this perspective, compromise and agreement are meaningless 
and would merely betray the inevitability of the end. 

Anyone who doubts the severity of this ideological worldview 
needs only look at the complex narrative created to condemn the 
uprising of 2009 and justify the violent repression that followed. 
There is little doubt that reality will bite sooner or later, but for now 
those who have warned of the dangers have been marginalised or 
condemned as traitors. There are growing indications that anxiety is 
beginning to set in, especially after the run on the rial and the 
announcement of the EU embargo on purchases of Iranian oil, which 
has had a profound psychological effect in Iran. The official Iranian 
position is to suggest that EU economic weakness, not Iranian 
weakness, has dictated the policy. Furthermore, and in line with the 
Iranian government worldview, they are convinced the West will blink 
first. Whatever the timeline, and given the convictions that exist, it is 
likely to be longer than many in the West predict. Nevertheless there 
is one thing we can be sure of: pride comes before the fall, and the 
greater the pride, the more dramatic the fall. n
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The nuclear chimera
It is not nuclear weapons that threaten world 
peace but conventional weapons and the will to use them

By William Pfaff
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Why should Iran not have nuclear weapons? Israel has them. India 
and Pakistan have them. Europe is full of them, most of them American, 
tucked away by the US and NATO in inconspicuous corners in case 
they might be needed; some of them in locations probably forgotten. 
Russia and China have plenty of them.

The point of asking the question is that all these nuclear weapons 
are useless. They have no conceivable practical use. They are like chess 
kings: eminently symbolic, blockading and rendering the king null 
being the object of the game, but of no practical use in the action of the 
game.

The Iranians are conventionally accused of wanting nuclear 
weapons in order to attack and destroy Israel—finish off Hitler’s work, 
people say with a shudder. Why? They don’t hate Jews; there used to be 
millions of them in Iran. Those Iranians who believe their country 
needs nuclear weapons, whether they are in or out of government, 
undoubtedly do so because they fear Israel and the United States, and 
they are right to do so.

An Iranian effort to acquire nuclear weapons only for the purpose 
of attacking Israel would be devoid of sense. Even were the Iranians to 
so arm themselves, and be so deranged as to try such an attack (hundreds 
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in the leading military and political echelons of the government 
deranged, and suicidal as well: a government does not carry out a 
nuclear attack without the practical collaboration of political, technical 
and military staffs and personnel at several levels; it does not happen 
on a president’s or supreme leader’s whim), every populated place in 
Iran would be incinerated within hours afterwards. 

The Israelis and Americans, who nonetheless insist that this is a 
possible Iranian action, reply to skeptics that the Iranians are collectively 
a fanatical and suicidal people. Everyone knows Shi’ites are fanatical—
and President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad is the maddest of them all, 
having said that Israel should be expunged from the Middle East. His 
actually stated position was that, as the World War II allies resolved in 
response to the horrors of the Holocaust to gratify the Zionist demand 
for a Jewish national home, it should have been located in Europe where 
the crimes were committed, not in Palestine. This is a perfectly 
reasonable argument but a pointless one, since history and the religious 
assumptions of European Christians as well as Jews—including the 
largely Christian leadership of the British Empire which controlled 
Palestine as a League of Nations Mandated Territory—dictated a Jewish 
state’s location in what both religions, and Muslims as well, identify as 
their shared Holy Land. The ongoing interpretation of Ahmadinejad’s 
Israel statement as a threat and potential course of action by Iran has 
been propaganda.

The second stated Israeli and American fear has been that an 
Islamic government of Iran would give nuclear weapons to Hezbollah, 
or to al Qaeda jihadists, understood in the West to be suicidal fanatics. 
This, too, would assure that the Persian state and people, among 
history’s major actors since antiquity, would be attacked in retaliation 
and all but destroyed, since the provenance of the device creating a 
nuclear explosion is readily determined.

Nothing is inconceivable, although many conceivable things are 
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impossible. Conceivably the world’s fate may be decided by suicidal 
madmen and their witting collaborators. In that case there is nothing 
to be done about it, and we must say our prayers. But serious people, 
even in Israel, do not waste their time making policy to deal with the 
inconceivable. It is conceivable that the Israeli government would decide 
to use Israel’s own nuclear armory to inflict lasting devastation on Iran 
and its people. Their arsenal could certainly do that. But what would 
they have achieved, other than to give other governments reason to 
think that Israel had become a threat to mankind and must be 
neutralised? And to cause pious Jews to fear the wrath of their god?

THE significance of nuclear weapons is primarily political and symbolic. 
They have no real value except within the circumstances of some great 
war whose principal actors intend the extermination of their enemies. 
This is the only time they have been used.

World War II became such a war, although Hitler’s genocidal 
intentions were not initially understood or found credible, because of 
the strategic position and military resources of Britain in 1940. British 
land forces had been driven out of Europe by the German offensive. Its 
own and its imperial and Commonwealth allies’ troops could defeat 
Italian forces in North Africa, and the German corps under Erwin 
Rommel that reinforced them, but Britain had no way to strike at 
Germany in Europe except through air bombardment, initially intended 
to be strategic, which is to say, directed only against military and 
industrial targets. 

The initial German air attacks on Britain were meant to hit airfields, 
radar stations, and industry, as were the equivalent British attacks on 
Germany, but both air forces found they lacked the ability to bomb 
with the necessary precision. The Germans turned to the blitz on 
Coventry and London, and the British turned to city attacks and 
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eventually to deliberate massed bombing and incendiary attacks on 
German cities. The latter continued throughout the war. The Germans 
lacked the heavy bomber force necessary to a sustained similar campaign 
against Britain. By the end, Germany’s cities were in ruins and a large 
part of the German population dispersed or made refugees. The United 
States, whose bombers joined the British campaign against German 
cities, applied the same strategy in its war against Japan, with even 
greater effect since Japanese housing was nearly all of wood construction. 
Then came the nuclear attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and the 
means to exterminate an enemy people were demonstrated.

The aftermath saw an early American ambition to establish 
international control of nuclear weapons. The initial legislative proposal, 
which eventually became the 1946 McMahon Act, placed atomic energy 
under civilian rather than military control in the United States and 
mandated liberal dissemination of information. Because of popular and 
Congressional fears connected with the developing Cold War, the latter 
provision was eliminated in the final version of the legislation. This was 
so severe that Britain and Canada, responsible for important pre-war 
nuclear research that crucially contributed to the Manhattan Project, 
were denied postwar roles in the continuing nuclear developments in 
the United States. In 1949, president Harry Truman ended full 
partnership with the UK and in 1950 the defection to the Soviet Union 
of the British scientist Klaus Fuchs and the first Soviet nuclear test were 
made known. This US policy decision caused shock and much bitterness 
in Britain, which launched its own nuclear weapons program with its 
first successful test in 1952 (in Australia). A British hydrogen bomb 
followed along with the creation of an independent British deterrent 
force of V-bombers.

The American decision to bar other nations from access to nuclear 
weapons, whenever and wherever it was possible to do so, was 
confirmed. Exercising to the greatest extent possible control of the 
nuclear weapons, even of American allies, seemed in Washington an 
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elementary precaution. A limited measure of British-American 
cooperation was restored when the Kennedy administration agreed to 
supply weapons for a British deterrent submarine force; however, to the 
present day those nuclear weapons remain under ultimate American 
control. During the Cold War they were targeted as an element in the 
overall American strategic war plan.

This American policy naturally was defied by France, which refused 
to concede total control of Western nuclear deterrence to the US. French 
nuclear research had begun before World War II in continuation of the 
experiments with radiation that had won Marie Curie a Nobel Prize 
for Chemistry in 1911. Work on a French nuclear device began after 
the war. A French reactor “went critical” in 1948 and plutonium began 
to be extracted in 1949. Work was suspended for political reasons by 
the postwar Fourth Republic, but in 1956, after the failed French-
British-Israeli Suez invasion that was blocked by the US Eisenhower 
administration, France secretly re-launched its own weapons program. 
It also began construction in Israel of the Dimona nuclear reactor in 
the Israeli desert, together with a reprocessing plant for extracting 
plutonium. These provided the basis for Israel’s present nuclear military 
force.

With the return to power in France of Charles de Gaulle and the 
creation of the Fifth Republic in 1958, a nuclear deterrent force (the 
Force de Frappe) was created in the French air force. This was followed 
a year later by land-based missiles (now dismantled), and missile-
launching nuclear submarines in 1972. In 1980, a French neutron bomb 
is believed to have been secretly tested.

In 1957, the Fourth Republic had made an agreement with Konrad 
Adenauer’s Germany and with Italy to furnish those two countries with 
the means to construct nuclear weapons. When de Gaulle returned to 
power in France this agreement was terminated. The general had no 
more wish to see nuclear proliferation in Western Europe than the 



William Pfaff

American 45 Review

American government had to see nuclear military proliferation anywhere 
else. Nevertheless, both India and Pakistan were soon developing 
nuclear weapons, apparently without American knowledge. Neither 
country has signed the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, nor have 
Israel or North Korea. Iran and Iraq—the two Arab states accused of 
developing nuclear weapons (which Iraq did not and Iran denies) did 
sign the treaty and permitted International Atomic Energy Agency 
inspections.

IRAN’S career as a nuclear power was launched under the auspices of 
the Eisenhower administration’s 1957 Atoms for Peace program, which 
was meant to promote peaceful nuclear power. However, the tangible 
result of this Iranian nuclear cooperation was delayed until after the 
Islamic Revolution in that country, when cooperation with the US 
turned into conflict. (Prior to the revolution, Henry Kissinger and the 
Nixon administration had envisaged Iran becoming the “American 
gendarme” in the Middle East).

The revolution resulted from Iran’s troubled political course 
following the effort, begun in 1951, of a reformist and nationalist prime 
minister, Dr Mohammad Mossadegh, to revise the prevailing terms on 
which the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, Britain’s single most valuable 
foreign asset, exploited Iran’s oil reserves. Lengthy and unsuccessful 
negotiations between Iran and the Atlee government and the Truman 
administration led to British blockade of Iranian oil exports, and in 
1953, after conservative governments had been elected in both countries 
(president Dwight Eisenhower in the US with John Foster Dulles as his 
hardline secretary of state, and Winston Churchill restored as Britain’s 
prime minister), Mossadegh cut the negotiations short and nationalised 
Iran’s oil industry.  

The young Shah of Iran issued a royal decree dismissing Mossadegh 
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and appointed a general as prime minister, provoking violent popular 
and anti-foreign demonstrations. This inspired great alarm in 
Washington, where Dulles, always disposed to see a Russian hand in 
foreign unrest, argued that the Communist Tudeh party risked seizing 
power. The frightened Shah fled Iran. British and American intelligence 
hastily put into action a plan that subsidised pro-Shah mass 
demonstrations, and prepared a political coup that restored him to 
power. The Shah returned to Tehran and named a military cabinet, 
transforming his government from a constitutional monarchy to an 
authoritarian one. Prime Minister Mossadegh was arrested and confined 
to prison until his death in 1967.

The Shah’s initial civil nuclear project was to develop a 23,000 
megawatt nuclear power generating capacity that would allow Iran to 
greatly increase its profitable oil and gas exports. The first construction 
contracts were with the German Kraftwerk Union and Siemens 
conglomerates in 1957, with four power plants envisaged. One unit was 
completed and a second half-finished when the 1979 Islamic Revolution 
halted work. The plants were subsequently damaged by Iraqi bombing 
during the 1980-1990 war with Iraq, initiated by Iraq and assisted by 
the United States in an unsuccessful attempt to overthrow the radical 
Shi’ite government of the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini.

The Shah had also contracted a project with France’s nuclear 
industry, which was cancelled in 1979. The Islamic government resumed 
work on a reactor at the abandoned German site with Russian assistance 
in the mid-1990s, which was meant to operate on Russian-supplied 
fuel. This was to have been finished and connected in May of 2012, but 
at this writing there has been no announcement. In June a new Russian-
built plant was announced for 2014. International attention meanwhile 
has been directed all but totally to the experimental work widely 
assumed, or alleged, to be military in character (for which Iran was 
given a controversial rebuke by the Board of Governors of the 
International Atomic Energy Agency a year ago).
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The controversy continues at this writing. Does Iran pose a threat 
to the existence of Israel? The answer is clearly negative; it does not 
now possess the military means constituting an “existential” threat. 
But Iranian missiles with conventional munitions could certainly cause 
extensive damage were they fired on Israel (as well as the missiles 
possessed by Iran-backed Hezbollah in Lebanon, Hamas in Gaza, and 
the Palestinians in the Occupied Territories). However there would be 
no doubt as to Israel’s ability to survive and retaliate.

DOES Israel pose a threat to the survival of Iran? A nuclear threat does 
exist, although probably not to Iran’s national survival—nations survive 
almost anything. An all-out air and missile assault on Iran with 
conventional munitions could destroy the Iranian national infrastructure 
and cripple the country for many years to come, above all if it were 
accompanied by an American companion attack. 

The most plausible hypothesis in this respect would be an initial 
Israeli attack on Iran’s nuclear facilities, followed by Iranian retaliation 
against American naval forces and US bases in Bahrain, Kuwait, and 
perhaps Qatar, producing in turn even larger-scale American retaliation 
and, conceivably (but very unlikely), invasion. The consequences of such 
a sequence of events for all of the states neighbouring the Persian/Arab 
Gulf, as well as for the United States and Israel, and Israel’s neighbours, 
can be imagined.

To return to the argument with which I began, the international 
controversy concerning Iran, Israel, and nuclear weapons is not serious. 
It does not deal with the real issues and interests in these countries.

First, the possible consequences of a conflict are of such scope, 
possibility and unpredictability that all of the actors in this affair have 
weighty reasons to draw back from any step likely to precipitate a 
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nuclear crisis. Because nuclear weapons are unusable power they 
illustrate the paradox of proliferation. The world in which every nation 
has nuclear weapons in a second-strike configuration is in theory safe 
from nuclear war, although it is not safe from conventional attack or 
invasion.

Furthermore, it is obvious that war with Israel would serve no 
national interest of Iran. The Iranians share the general Muslim hostility 
to Israel (and to the United States) inspired by Israel’s treatment of the 
Palestinians and continuing appropriation of Palestinian territories in 
defiance of international law. But while Iranians and their government 
officials may deplore this situation, injustices inflicted on a Sunni people 
remote from Iran and possessing no claim upon the Shi’ite Iranians are 
not a rational—or more to the point, political or material—cause for 
launching a war in which Iran and its inhabitants would inevitably 
suffer grave human loss and lasting national damage.

Israel’s national policy since the country’s founding has held that 
national security lies in military domination of the Middle East. It has 
ignored the costs of such a stance. This requires that any Muslim state 
or entity that possesses or develops enough military power seriously to 
threaten Israel’s dominance must be neutralised, as Egypt was—thanks 
to Anwar Sadat’s willingness to negotiate peace—or it must, if necessary, 
be disarmed by war, as happened to Iraq, thanks to Israel’s American 
ally. The possibility of a renewed Egyptian threat has been reopened by 
the change of regime that followed the 2010 uprising. However 
American destruction of Iraq has eliminated, at least for the present, 
that country’s military potential.

It remains that Israeli national interest is clearly threatened by Iran’s 
possible development of nuclear weapons. For the reasons already given, 
this is not because of any risk that Iran would attack Israel but because 
such a force would constitute a plausible deterrent to Israeli (or 
American) attack. Its existence would be a challenge (above all, 
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symbolic) to Israel’s domination of the region and to American strategic 
freedom. Hence Israel has a national interest in destroying Iran’s 
presumed capacity to build nuclear weapons, or in convincing the 
United States to do this on Israel’s behalf, as happened in the case of 
Iraq. The United States has a policy interest in the elimination of any 
hostile military entity in the Middle East, above all a nuclear one, 
capable of denying the United States certain strategic options.

These in my pessimistic view are the realities of the present situation. 
Obviously there is a better way to go. A negotiated and just settlement 
between Israel and the Palestinians could transform the situation, 
benefiting all parties. However that would require that Israel renounce 
the expansive and exclusive claims and ambitions of its Zionist founders, 
which officially, and historically, provide Israel’s raison d’être.  Is that 
imaginable? Is it feasible, in terms of the country’s internal politics? n
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War memory
Many Americans have forgotten 
the Iran-Iraq war, but no Iranian has

By Bruce Riedel
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The 2012 American presidential race has been notable for the 
tough rhetoric from almost all Republican candidates on whether or 
not to use force against Iran. In the debates they out did each other 
in pledging their commitment to the defence of Israel against possible 
Iranian threats, and in promising to never allow Iran to acquire 
nuclear weapons capability.  

As the United States and Israel enter what may be a rush to war to 
halt Tehran’s nuclear program, it is useful to remember that America 
has already fought one war with the Islamic Republic of Iran.  In 
the late 1980s, president Ronald Reagan intervened on the side of 
Baghdad and Saddam Hussein in the Iran-Iraq stalemate, tilting the 
conflict towards an Iraqi victory. America engaged in a bloody naval 
and air war against Iran, undeclared of course, while Iraq fought 
a brutal land war. The lessons of the first war with Iran should be 
carefully considered before hastily embarking on a second. 

Mitt Romney, the presumptive Republican nominee, has been 
very blunt about Iran. “If we re-elect Barack Obama, Iran will have 
a nuclear weapon,” he has said. “If you elect me as president, Iran 
will not have a nuclear weapon.” Romney says Obama’s greatest 
foreign policy failing has been to not stop Iran’s nuclear program. 
The former Massachusetts governor is very close to Israeli Prime 
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Minister Benjamin Netanyahu; they have been friends for decades. 
The implications of Romney’s remarks are that he will be much more 
willing than Obama to use military force to attack Iran, either by 
encouraging an Israeli attack or by staging a US one. It is always 
possible that all of this sabre rattling is just campaign rhetoric, but 
one should not lightly dismiss it. Campaign rhetoric can become self-
fulfilling prophecy.

The Obama administration has been more risk averse on Iran, 
emphasising engagement, diplomacy and sanctions. Obama inherited 
two difficult wars in 2008, and while one is now over, the war in 
Afghanistan will last well into the next presidential term and probably 
beyond it. Despite this, the President can point to some significant 
successes. He secured a complete arms embargo and arms ban through 
the adoption of United Nations Security Council Resolution 1929 in 
June 2010. This will cripple Iran’s military capabilities indefinitely 
by denying it access to foreign weapons and technology. Economic 
sanctions have also been tightened considerably and Obama has not 
ruled out the use of force in the future. Unlike Romney, Obama and 
Netanyahu are not close, having clashed repeatedly in the last three 
years.

In the heat of a presidential campaign it is easy to forget that 
we already have experience with using force against Iran. President 
Reagan’s intervention in the Iran-Iraq war is full of useful lessons to 
bear in mind as the issue of whether or not to use force against Iran 
again is debated.  

The Iran-Iraq War was devastating—one of the largest and longest 
conventional interstate wars since the Korean conflict ended in 1953. 
Half a million lives were lost, perhaps another million were injured, 
and the economic cost was more than $1 trillion. An index of the 
scale of the tragedy is that the battle lines at the end of the war were 
almost exactly where they were at the beginning of hostilities. It is 
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also the only war in modern times in which chemical weapons were 
used on a massive scale. 

The 1980-88 war led to other disasters. It led to the Iraqi 
invasion of Kuwait in 1990, the liberation of Kuwait a year later, 
and the US invasion of Iraq in 2003. The bloody US war that has 
just ended in Iraq was the finale in this march of folly. The seeds of 
multigenerational tragedy were planted in the Iran-Iraq war. We will 
live with its consequences for decades, perhaps longer.

The first lesson of this earlier war is to expect to be blamed for 
all that goes wrong. Both Iraqis and Iranians came to believe the 
US was manipulating them during the war. Ironically, and perhaps 
naively, the US tried to reach out to both sides during the course of 
the war—in great secrecy—to try to build a strategic partnership. The 
disastrous Iran-Contra dealings convinced Iraqis that the Americans 
were trying to play both sides of the conflict. When the war ended 
the Iraqi regime and most Iraqis regarded the US as a threat, despite 
having had Washington’s backing. The US support had included 
critical intelligence, considerable diplomatic cover, and ignoring the 
largesse of our Arab allies who loaned tens of billions of dollars to 
Baghdad to sustain Iraq’s war effort.   

Iranians now call the conflict the “imposed war” because they 
believe the US imposed it on them and orchestrated the global tilt 
towards Iraq while it lasted. They note that the UN did not condemn 
Iraq for starting the war—it did not even discuss the war for weeks 
after it started. Eventually it blamed Iraq as the aggressor only years 
later as part of a deal to free American hostages held by pro-Iranian 
terrorists in Lebanon. 

Although the war had tragic consequences for Iranians, they 
nevertheless consolidated their revolution by successfully portraying 
the battle as a David and Goliath struggle, imposed on Iran by the 
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US and its allies. The Islamic revolution of 1979 was fairly short in 
duration and its cost was miniscule in comparison to the conflict 
that was to follow. For the generation of Iranians who are now 
leading their country, men like President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad and 
Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei, the war was the defining event of their 
lives and it has shaped their worldview. Their anti-Americanism and 
deep suspicion of the West generally can be traced directly to their 
understanding of the Iran-Iraq War. Expect any future war to make 
Iran more extreme and more determined to get the bomb. 

Another lesson of the first war is that Iran will not be easily 
intimidated by America. Iran, by 1987, was devastated by the fighting, 
many of its cities like Abadan had been destroyed, its oil exports were 
minimal, and its economy was shattered. But it did not hesitate to fight 
the US Navy in the Gulf and to use asymmetric means to retaliate in 
Lebanon and elsewhere. Even when the US Navy had sunk most of 
their fleet, Iran kept fighting and the Iranian people rallied behind 
Ayatollah Khomeini.

But Iran fought a smart war, avoiding too rapid and too dangerous 
an escalation. As both the US chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
General Martin E. Dempsey, and his Israeli counterpart, Lieutenant 
General Benny Gantz, have noted, Iranian behaviour is rational, not 
suicidal. Tehran will not take steps that endanger the revolution’s 
survival; they will look to exploit US vulnerabilities in Afghanistan 
and Bahrain, Israel’s in Lebanon, and the Saudis’ in Yemen.

Ending any future war will be a challenge. In 1988, Iran sued for 
a cease-fire only after catastrophic defeat on the ground by Iraq and 
when Saddam was threatening to fire chemical warheads into Iranian 
cities. Iranians believe they faced a second Hiroshima if they did 
not accept a truce. Many evacuated Tehran in fear of Iraqi chemical 
attack. For Khomeini, it was drinking poison to accept a truce. No 
two wars are identical but we should not expect Iran to back down 
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easily if history is a guide. A few air strikes will not be the end of it.

Finally, be careful to weigh your ally’s advice. Ironically, in the 
1980s the closest US partner in the region, Israel, pressed Washington 
to switch sides and offer assistance to Iran. At the time, Israeli leaders, 
generals, and spies were obsessed by the Iraqi threat, just as they are 
preoccupied by the Iranian threat today. They longed to restore the 
cosy relationship they had with the Shah in the 1960s and 1970s. 
Israel was the only consistent source of spare parts for the Iranian 
air force’s US-built jets throughout the war. Israeli leaders, notably 
Yitzhak Rabin and Shimon Peres, brought considerable pressure to 
bear on Washington for an American engagement with Tehran. Iran-
Contra was in many ways their idea. American diplomats and spies 
abroad were told to turn a blind eye to Israeli arms deals with Tehran 
even when it was official US policy to (in the Washington euphemism 
of the day) “staunch” all avenues by which the Iranians might obtain 
weapons or other material needed for their war effort.  

Many Israeli intelligence officers felt their political leadership 
was naïve about Khomeini and Iranians and privately voiced their 
disagreement with the politicians. Today the same is true. Top former 
officials of the Mossad and the Shin Bet, Israel’s external and internal 
services, have spoken out publicly, charging that Prime Minister 
Netanyahu is exaggerating the Iranian threat and understating the 
dangers of war with Iran. One former Shin Bet director, Yuval Diskin, 
has charged that the Prime Minister is unfit to lead the nation.

The Arabs also provided a lot of advice to the Reagan 
administration. Our closest Arab allies, Saudi Arabia, Jordan and 
Egypt, all urged close support for Iraq in the war. All were certain 
that Saddam Hussein was no longer an extremist bent of regional 
domination but rather a leader who could be trusted to support 
stability in the region. The Saudis, in particular, were shocked by 
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Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990 and his subsequent moves to 
threaten the Kingdom.

Of course there are also differences between the first gulf war of 
1988 and today. In the late 1980s, the United States was generally at 
peace. The war in the Persian Gulf was a limited war which did not 
require large-scale mobilisation of American resources and allowed 
a single-minded focus on Iran. In 2012, America is already heavily 
engaged in a war in Afghanistan next door to Iran, along with 40 
other allies including Australia. Prudence would dictate caution in 
opening another military operation so close to the war we are already 
engaged in. 

One hundred and fifty years ago, in the second year of the 
American Civil War, the Union government was increasingly concerned 
about British support for the Confederacy. London was considering 
recognising the Southern rebel government and was turning a blind eye 
to the construction of warships in English ports for the Confederate 
Navy. Secretary of state William Seward urged the Lincoln cabinet 
to declare war on the United Kingdom and invade Canada. President 
Lincoln wisely cautioned that America should fight one war at a time. 
His advice remains valid today.  

Many Americans have forgotten the lessons of our undeclared 
Iranian war; we have fought so many others since—in Iraq (twice), 
Afghanistan, and Libya. It is easy to forget. No Iranian has forgotten. n
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“The dark room took 
away everything. It was 
like being a hostage, 
blindfolded and tossed 
into a trunk, then 
hauled out and put 
back on your feet.”
From “Low Dark Shed”, 
chapter 2 of Totally Hot 
Man. The American war in 
Iraq continues on page 74 BOOKS

&MEDIA



Reviewed by Martin Morse Wooster

American 58 Review

There are many reasons why the United 
States remains the world’s strongest 
economy, chief among them its large 
market and its (somewhat) lower tax 
base. In his well-written and provocative 
new book, Robert Guest offers a third 
reason: America’s openness to 
immigrants.

Guest, business editor of The 
Economist, argues that countries that 
welcome immigrants start a virtuous 
circle. “When rich countries allow 
migrants from poor countries to work 
and live within their borders,” he argues, 
“those migrants experience firsthand 
how a rich country works. When they 
taste the fruits of tolerance, pluralism, 
and the rule of law, they often find them 
delicious. And often they take the seeds 
back home.”

Borderless Economics includes reporting from all over the world, 
but Guest’s primary emphasis is on the US. His book is about “circular 
migration”, the idea that immigrants don’t necessarily stay in the 

Is the US ready for free-for-all First World immigration?

Visas for prosperity

Borderless Economics: Chinese Sea 
Turtles, Indian Fridges and the New 
Fruits of Global Capitalism 
by Robert Guest
Palgrave Macmillan, 2011
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country they settle in, but may move to another country or back home, 
depending on professional and personal circumstances.

Kathleen Newland of the Migration Policy Institute, an American 
think tank, told Guest, “I’ve stopped talking about migration. I’ve 
started talking about mobility instead. People move, but they don’t 
have to choose between countries. They can keep a foot in two or 
more.”

Immigrants, Guest writes, bring three things to the country to 
which they emigrate. Some bring capital for investment. More of them 
bring connections to people or products back home. Quite a few, 
because of their status as immigrants, can see profitable niches that 
entrepreneurs can exploit.

Take the career of Chinese-American entrepreneur Cheung Yan, 
who emigrated to the US in 1990. She saw that container ships came 
loaded with goods to the US but returned empty. She also saw that 
America overflowed with waste paper that glutted existing recycling 
plants. Cheung Yan, her husband, and some relatives set up Nine 
Dragons Paper to buy used paper in the US, ship it to China, and reuse 
it in factories her company created. The result: Forbes in 2011 estimated 
her net worth at $1.6 billion. Cheung Yan, Guest observes, “came to 
the United States with an outsider’s eye, and both countries benefited 
from what she saw.”

Immigrants, Guest argues, come to the US for several reasons. First, 
middle and lower-class Americans live better than in other countries. 
The costs of goods, thanks to America’s vast market and somewhat 
lower taxes (including no value added tax) makes products more 
affordable than in comparable first-world countries, allowing people 
to live in larger homes than they would back home.

Moreover, there are more foreign-born residents in America than 
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in other countries. Statistics compiled by the United Nations in 2009 
show the US with 13.5 per cent of its 300 million citizens having been 
born in other countries. That’s three percentage points higher than any 
other rich country, and means that there are 43 million American 
citizens who were born outside the US. That’s far more than any other 
nation.

The result is that immigrants who come to America can find 
communities where they can keep many of the foods, customs, and 
traditions from back home. Guest profiles Joshua Lee, who emigrated 
to the US from South Korea in 1990. Living in the Virginia suburbs of 
Washington, Lee works for a Korean newspaper writing about Korean-
American issues. He eats some Korean food every day and goes to a 
Baptist church where the services are in Korean. But he is much happier 
in the US than in South Korea because he can dress as he pleases 
without anyone complaining and can listen to the shows he likes 
without being blackballed for having unusual tastes (in his case, 
conservative talk radio).

American popular culture still dominates the planet. “Foreigners 
devour American cultural offerings from the Harvard Business Review 
to Kung Fu Panda,” Guest writes. “Hollywood movies and television 
programs are powerful shapers of global opinion about America 
precisely because they are not trying to convince anyone of anything.” 
Moreover, American entertainment companies, in order to sell their 
products globally, are often open to the ideas and talents of people 
from other countries. America’s two greatest superheroes, for example, 
are currently played by a Welshman (Christian Bale) and an Englishman 
(Henry Cavill). 

America’s universities, in Guest’s view, also aid the US’s economic 
strength. Harvard’s Kennedy School, for example, has among its alumni 
the United Nations Secretary General, the World Bank President, the 
Prime Minister of Singapore, and the presidents of Mexico, Mongolia, 
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Liberia, and Colombia. The result is that Harvard has an international 
network second to none. 

Twenty per cent of the exchange students in the world choose 
American schools. That figure is declining (it was 28 per cent in 2001) 
but America remains the world leader. Guest cites research by Kauffman 
Foundation fellow Ben Wildavsky, who notes that 65 per cent of the 
doctoral candidates in computing in American schools are foreign born, 
as are 56 per cent of the physicists and 55 per cent of the mathematicians.

But America’s immigration policy has problems. Only around 
85,000 H1-B visas, given to highly skilled immigrants, are awarded 
each year, and America’s immigration rules are so byzantine that many 
immigrants with resident permits (or “green cards”) face inexplicable 
denials by immigration officials when they leave the US and try to 
return. Far too many graduate students are forced to leave the US as 
soon as they have completed their doctorates.  

The Department of Homeland Security has decided to treat all 
foreigners equally rudely. “An immigration official lives in fear of 
admitting the next Muhammad Atta,” Guest writes, “but there is no 
penalty for excluding the next Einstein or humiliating a tourist who 
subsequently summers in France.” 

New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg has described this 
policy of arbitrary exclusion of talented and wealthy immigrants as 
“national suicide”. Guest agrees and calls for several reforms, including 
reducing or eliminating barriers that prohibit First World citizens from 
working in other countries, allowing all graduates with science degrees 
to work in the country in which they earned their degree, and allowing 
some increase in immigration for unskilled workers, while severely 
limiting the welfare benefits these immigrants receive.

Borderless Economics is a well-written, well-reported book that 
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sheds a great deal of light on the strengths—and weaknesses—of 
American immigration policy. n
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When Jimmy Carter won the 1976 
presidential election and formed his 
administration, he chose Zbigniew 
Brzezinski as his national security 
advisor. Brzezinski was perhaps an 
unlikely figure for such a role although 
a man of intellectual eminence. Born 
the son of an aristocratic diplomatist in 
Poland in 1928, Brzezinski had escaped 
the European catastrophe with his 
family and was educated in Canada. 
Like Henry Kissinger, his immediate 
predecessor in the Nixon and Ford 
administrations, he had made his name 
in academic life, at Harvard and then 
Columbia, and had not held public 
office before. 

‘Zbig’ was the policy intellectual to 
end them all, a veteran of many a faculty, committee and task force, with 
an impressive record as an oracle of international affairs. He knew, and 
sympathised with, dissidents in his native Poland. And yet Brzezinski, 
unlike so many emigres, was far from a sabre-rattling Cold Warrior. He 
argued neither for confrontation nor appeasement, but for containment 
and what became known as détente. With considerable prescience he 
saw that, if left to itself, Soviet Russia would one day atrophy and 

A former foreign policy insider looks to what could,  
would and should happen next 

Blindingly obvious
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collapse from internal contradictions (with a certain historical irony, 
since that was once a favourite phrase of the Marxists).

Besides that Brzezinski has also been a prolific author, with more 
than a dozen books to his name, including America and the World, The 
Grand Chessboard, and In Quest of National Security. But his new 
book is an interesting disappointment, if that’s not another internal 
contradiction. 

Strategic Vision addresses the all too familiar question of American 
decline, not to say the Decline of the West, which has been with us as 
a supposed threat since Spengler introduced the concept in unhappy 
circumstances 90 years ago. When Communism did collapse, as 
Brzezinski had foreseen, it apparently left the United States in a unique 
and unparalleled position “as the first truly global superpower”, a 
new American imperium, which Brzezinski compares with the Roman 
and British empires. But the past 20 years have seen events take many 
courses quite unforeseen and unintended by American leaders, or those 
who gloated over an “end of history”. So now Brzezinski looks at what 
went wrong and asks what should be done.

He recognises that the unmistakable deterioration in the American 
strategic position is largely self-inflicted. This means, above all, the 
consequences of the catastrophic Iraq adventure and a broader regional 
intervention. As former State Department official Aaron David Miller 
all too truly says, these leave the Americans stuck in the Middle East, 
a place they cannot quit but cannot fix, and where the United States is 
not liked, not respected, and not feared.

At the same time, Brzezinski looks hard and honestly at the failings 
of American society, which impair its international moral authority. It’s 
all very well for presidents and secretaries of state to keep telling us 
that America is the indispensable nation, but in many other countries 
there is the feeling that violent crime matched by a ferocious penal 
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system, pervasive financial and political corruption, and extremes of 
wealth and poverty, are all features of American life that could well be 
dispensed with.

Brzezinski also knows that declinism is an old song. He dates 
American concern about the threat from Japan to the 1980s, although 
Hakan Hedberg’s Le Defi Japonais was published in 1970, and of 
course “the yellow peril” was a cry much heard a hundred years ago. 
As to China, which perturbs Brzezinski and so many other Americans, 
we simply have no idea how long its explosive economic growth will 
continue or with what consequences. China might strike out at her 
neighbours (though probably not as far as Pearl Harbour), or she 
might reform her political system gently to introduce some degree 
of transparency. Or she might implode in a way comparable to but 
different from the Russian collapse, though with even more dangerous 
consequences. But then my “mights” seem to have been infectiously 
contracted from the author.

One problem with the book is the frankly undistinguished writing, 
using the rather wooden dialect that might be called policy-speak: “In 
recent decades, America and Mexico have succeeded in constructing a 
predominantly positive relationship”; “The forgoing will require both 
America’s and Europe’s persistence and strategic scrutiny.” And as that 
may suggest, Brzezinski has a knack for saying things that are not so 
much true as blindingly obvious. 

More vexing is his addiction to subjunctive speculation: “The 
new Asian rivalry could at some point threaten regional stability,” is 
obvious but also speculative. In every chapter, “woulds” and “coulds” 
and “mights” abound: “ ... would become exponentially more difficult 
... This would return ... such a state would stimulate...” are all found in 
the same paragraph. Doubtless this is so, just as it is true that if I crashed 
my car at high speed, or if my wife left me for a Polish-American policy 
wonk, my life would become exponentially more difficult, but there is, 
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in the phrase, no way of telling.

For all his background, Brzezinski shares some American received 
views about Europe. He makes a nice point when he says that the 
European Community, as it was called until 1993 when it had no 
more than 12 members (although they already ominously included the 
‘Club Med’ countries, Spain, Portugal and Greece, with their dubious 
finances) was actually more of a union than the so-called European 
Union today with its 27 highly disparate member states.

But he has to tell us, yet again, that Europe must accept Turkish 
partnership. Let me reply, also yet again, and wearily, that Turkey is 
not going to join the European Union, not in the lifetime of this writer 
or of anyone reading this, and probably not in this century. Why this 
is so might require another essay (though it should not), but what’s as 
interesting is the American inability to see this, or more generally to 
grasp that other countries will not always wish to arrange their affairs 
simply to suit the interests of the United States. 

To talk of the US decline isn’t quite a begged question, but it makes 
an assumption that American superpower was a reality, or that such 
power meant an ability to dominate the world. But look back more than 
60 years, to the time when the United States emerged from the Second 
World War as the mightiest country on earth, at least economically. Even 
now, as Brzezinski reminds us, America is quite obviously not declining 
economically. The American share of global economic product is about 
one quarter, as it has been, in notably stable fashion, for decades past. 

What Brzezinski is really wrestling with is “the impotence of 
might”: why is it that this huge wealth, and a military budget dwarfing 
all others, has not allowed the Americans to impose their will on others? 
But then ask a truly provocative and unusual question: How many 
wars has the United States ever actually won? The initial rebellion of 
war of independence, no doubt, fought on a very small scale, but not 
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the return match with England, the bicentenary of which we mark this 
year. 

Innumerable campaigns to expropriate and largely to extirpate 
the indigenous peoples of North America scarcely count, and nor do 
the various wars against Latin American neighbours. Robert Kagan 
has just published The World America Made, his own contribution to 
the debate over American decline, or otherwise. In his previous book, 
Dangerous Nation, he argued, more ingeniously than persuasively, that 
the United States had been an international power from the beginning. 
But the fact is that for more than 140 years after the Declaration of 
Independence, no American soldier set foot in Europe. 

Even then, the United States Army played a marginal part in the 
defeat of Germany in both great European wars in the first half of the 
20th century. For the best part of a year after the United States entered 
the Great War in April 1917, the Americans did almost no fighting, 
with only a few hundred dead, while the British army—including 
Australians and Canadians, among others—was bled white, sustaining 
hundreds of thousands of casualties. 

A quarter-century later, the United States did beat Japan, in the end 
by the drastic means of nuclear weapons and with few casualties (one 
way or another, more than 10 times as many Japanese as Americans 
were killed). But as to the European war, every serious military historian 
now stresses that the Third Reich was defeated by the Red Army: nine 
out of 10 German soldiers who died were killed on the eastern front. 

Since then, if one overlooks such triumphs for American arms as 
Panama and Grenada, it’s hard to find victories. Korea was at best 
what soccer players call a score draw, Vietnam was plainly an American 
defeat, while no one is going to call Afghanistan or Iraq American 
victories. And Brzezinski of all people might remember the woes of the 
Carter presidency, culminating in the Iranian humiliation. 
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Nevertheless, his book is stimulating, and the thought it stimulates 
for this reviewer is that Ron Paul might be right, the supposedly cranky 
right-wing Congressman who says “we should withdraw from our 
empire”. Although, perhaps not surprisingly, his run for the Republican 
nomination has come to nothing, in the words of David Bromwich 
(no reactionary) writing in the New York Review of Books, “On 
issues of national security and war, he is the American politician who 
speaks to Americans as if they were grownups interested in their own 
condition…”. For all the flag waving and drum beating of the other 
Republicans, might America yet experience a Pauline conversion? n  
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There are two reasons why Memoirs of 
a Young Bastard: The Diaries of Tim 
Burstall is so compelling. The first is 
that it is one of the few detailed diaries 
of life in bohemia, not only in Australia 
but in the world. There are countless 
memoirs, operas, novels, songs, and 
paintings about bohemians—from 
Berlin, Bloomsbury, or Budapest to the 
Left Bank, Greenwich Village, or 
Shanghai. But daily-life diaries 
recording the routine of bohemian 
existence are rare. 

The second reason is that, rare or 
not, there will be none at all in the 
future. Bohemia, as Burstall experienced 
it, has disappeared. Today the once struggling if not poverty-stricken 
writers and artists have grants and fellowships, or lectureships or are 
writers-in-residence at various universities. We will still get novels 
like Frank Moorhouse’s Conference-ville, but no more Diaries of Tim 
Burstall. They give a valuable picture of a lost world.

There is a third reason that should be mentioned. Memoirs of a 
Young Bastard is the work of a true artist—candid, confessional and 

 A rare glimpse into the daily routine 
of a bohemian from Down Under

Australian exotica

Memoirs of a Young Bastard: The 
Diaries of Tim Burstall
by  Tim Burstall
The Miegunyah Press
Melbourne, 2012
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searching. The Young Bastard of the title is partly self-condemnatory 
but it also emphasises his parents’ decision to renounce their 
parenthood and have Burstall declared a ward of the court. Parents 
and son were never reconciled and the son was left to create his own 
artistic persona. The diaries tell that story, or part of it. 

Tim Burstall became a published diarist by chance. He kept these 
records over several years in Melbourne in the 1950s basically as an 
aide-memoire for the grand novel, perhaps the legendary G.A.N. 
(Great Australian Novel) that he planned to write to make sense of 
his life and times. He never wrote this novel. His creativity went into 
the series of famous films he made, mainly in the 1970s (Stork, Alvin 
Purple, Kangaroo among others). He stopped keeping his diaries. It 
was some 40 years before he thought of publishing them, possibly 
with a view to royalties. The problem was to find a publisher and 
editor. Luckily he found both—Louise Adler and Hilary McPhee. 
They have produced a handsome volume, basically for the year 1954. 
The original diaries run to the end of 1956. The still unpublished 
years are in the Latrobe Library, Melbourne, and will be digitised for 
the general reader. There are no plans to publish them in book form, 
although there is talk, however vague, of making a film based on 
them.

The Memoirs stop well before Burstall made his first film but they 
still reveal the man who became the famous director. The style is 
realistic and the mood often pessimistic. The first entry (10 November 
1953) begins: “Felt restless and lousy all day.” It ends with a gloomy 
discussion of life’s brevity. A friend asks: “How many weeks have you 
got, Tim? Two thousand weeks.” (This is the title of Burstall’s first 
major film made some 15 years later: 2000 Weeks.) The last entry 
describes a cheerless New Year’s Eve party and ends with the resigned 
words “Another year”.

In between, Burstall casts a cold eye over what he calls “a sexual 
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madhouse” in which he was a prominent patient. The editor McPhee 
sums up sensibly: “There were women who were damaged and 
damaging, men who were shattered and insecure, others who were 
unscrupulous. There seems to have been remarkably little awareness 
or concern about the effect on children.”

The major difference with their freethinking and free-loving 
counterparts in Sydney at this time was political. The Melbourne 
bohemians of Burstall’s diaries were either communists or fellow-
travellers. Sydney visitors, inoculated against Stalinism by Professor 
John Anderson, were so astonished by this Melbourne naivety that 
for the rest of their lives they could not take Melbourne intellectuals 
seriously. Yet there was no denying the vitality that nurtured such 
Melbourne spirits as Arthur Boyd, John Perceval, Barry Humphries, 
Germaine Greer, and a number of Wittgensteinian philosophers, not 
to mention Tim Burstall and his wife Betty.

 

ANOTHER strand of Australian life that has rejected convention and 
respectability has been the larrikin tradition as presented in Melissa 
Bellanta’s Larrikins: A History. One group of Sydney bohemians even 
called itself The Push in homage to the larrikin term for gang, although 
the bohemians had little or nothing in common with the lawless 
larrikins of days gone by except rejection of the values of the 
establishment. The Push’s 1950s contemporaries, the bodgies, had a 
better claim, especially in their lairy clothes, to reviving the larrikin 
tradition.

Bellanta sets out to trace the evolution of violent larrikinism from 
its emergence in the 1860s to its disappearance by the 1920s and the 
mysterious transformation of the word ‘larrikin’ to mean an admired 
happy-go-lucky non-conformist. They were originally an urban, not a 
rural or pastoral, phenomenon. But Bellanta does not trace their 
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origins to the pre-industrial convict culture 
of early Australia, beyond a passing 
reference to the Cabbage Tree Mob of the 
1840s and an occasional allusion to the 
criminal sub-cultures of London and 
Liverpool which produced so many of the 
convicts.

By the 1860s you would find the 
larrikins, as they were now called, in the 
city streets of Sydney, Melbourne, and 
Brisbane. They were roving boot-blacks, 
newsboys, pickpockets, costermongers, 
barrowmen, horse-minders, carters, busking 
acrobats, hawkers, and criers. Some older 
readers may still remember the lingering, suburban rabbito and 
bottle-o. 

In Sydney they might take casual jobs in the Glebe Island abattoir 
and in Melbourne they found unskilled work in the boot factories. 
Some liked stoning Chinese or gang raping servant girls. A few were 
hanged for their crimes, most famously the Mt Rennie (that is, Moore 
Park) rapists. They relaxed in the saloons or billiard halls of Sydney’s 
Haymarket or Melbourne’s Little Lon (or Lonsdale Street) and at the 
fights. They were despised, not only by the middle class but also by 
the aspirational working class.

As a way of life larrikinism had faded away by the 1920s. Bellanta 
attributes this disappearance to the influence of prosperity, democracy 
and compulsory schooling. What puzzles her is how the word larrikin 
survived as a term of qualified approval. In Australia, you can still 
boast “I’m a bit of a larrikin” in a way no one in another country 
would boast “I’m a bit of a hoodlum”. 

Larrikins: A History
by Melissa Bellanta
University of Queensland Press
St Lucia, 2012
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In Melbourne, the Sentimental Bloke found his Doreen and settled 
down. In Sydney, Lennie Lower celebrated the suburban larrikin in a 
series of popular novels such as Here’s Luck. Some larrikins were 
even knighted, like Sir Les Patterson. Bellanta thinks it tells us 
something important about Australians. n
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The unmistakable odour of sizzling MSG fills his suit like Agent Orange. 
The poodle killer has escaped, Angie Stappis’ cracked head has mended, 
and Maine Mall officials have enacted a moratorium on Totally Hot 
Man. Pending further notice, the plug is pulled; the suit has been stored 
in the corner of the Eating Court near the ice machine. “One little bump 
that’s not even our fault and they think we’ll blow a fuse and burn the 
place down,” Moods fumes. “Where’s the trust? Where’s the brush off 
the dirt and move ahead spirit?” 

A week earlier, Moods had been diatribing by megaphone from the 
fountain at Mall Central. “Step up and cook to your maw’s content. 
Shake an exotic paw and ping the armoured skin. A spectre! Totally 
Hot Man. Armadillo of a man, and surely ladies and gents, a trapped 

Chapter Two: Low Dark Shed
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yet liberated man. On his hind legs, treating and reheating, cooking for 
you! But beware! He … is … hot!” He tumbled and dissembled halfway 
between carnival barker and camp counsellor. 

There was Hattie, the youngest of the Lou Stappis tribe, fingers 
knotted at her back, feeling after her father’s leg. Hot Man qualified as 
her first childhood terror, the foundation for nightmares, haunted eyes 
inside the hulking metal. 

The extended Stappis clan was there. Angie, the plus-size niece, 
presented a bowl of macaroni and cheese. Then strawberry shortcake 
to warm with ice cream. While her meal heated she fidgeted in hand-
me-down summer things that had no chance of concealing her, plucking 
the shorts from her hungry bottom. 

An hour later, kids were climbing. It was a new attraction: For 
twenty minutes after lunch Moods turned off the plates and “any child 
of a paying cooker” could use Hot Man like a jungle gym. Better than 
paying $8 for the scaling wall next to Outback Steakhouse. Moods 
spun it as a chance for moms to get acquainted, plan play dates, trade 
recipes. 

They hugged his bulky legs and stepped from knee to hand plate. 
The most coordinated completed the ascent and straddled his head—the 
skillet that went mostly unused except for a college kid who faithfully 
came Fridays with Jiffy Pop, kernels popping out of his helmet like 
maggots jumping ship. 

That day, Angie Stappis sat up there shouting giddy-up, directing 
bully yelps to her siblings on the rubber mat below. 

One link connects to another, order set, quickly unravelling. In this 
case, it started with a nattily dressed senior pushing his poodle into the 
fountain.
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One second he had it in a cradled arm, scratching its coconut skull, 
then he’s elbowing it off the ledge. Out of malice, for diversion, a twitch 
of forgetfulness, something logical or unbalanced. Then he stood up, 
popped a palmful of raisins and walked away. Hot Man shouted but no 
one heard. A father and son moved into frame and squared up to wish 
pennies; they peered down tulip-necked, pointed into the water. Poor 
thing was caught in the back suction or pounded beneath a cascade; 
they could hardly see the poodle for the foam. Security made its way 
over and three minutes later a gray ball of porridge was scooped out 
with a pool skimmer. 

Moods included, the attention had trickled away—nothing draws 
kids quicker than a hurt dog—and Angie Stappis, leaning to the rescue, 
tried dismounting in a single step. She whooshed through frame at an 
alarming head-first angle and connected on Hot Man’s iron toe, the 
vibration running up his leg like a dinner gong. A brackish-red tide 
crept through his spectrum. He recoiled as much as the suit allowed and 
screeched, the admonition rebounding, going nowhere. Huge, round 
seconds passed until the girl was finally discovered, the mall-mass 
storming back, huddling around in campfire posture. Child and poodle 
were rushed away. 

The room was tight as a pocket with the wrists jammed in; my fingers 
stretched and clenched outside my trigger guard. Muj sunk into his own 
shadow. I could hear his feet scuffing on the dirt floor; he must’ve been 
anxious too, though he hid it pretty well. The dark room took away 
everything. It was like being a hostage, blindfolded and tossed into a 
trunk, then hauled out and put back on your feet. Exposed and dizzy. 
Of course I was no hostage, just a visitor shouldering an automatic. 

“Check that shed,” Birch had ordered when we arrived near dawn. 
The camp was arranged like a flagstone path, low huts plopped down 
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wherever they fit, crackly shrubs in between. Skinny dogs running loose 
the only life. Structures numbered six in all and we split it that way. 
Mine looked like a tractor shed from outside, with an alum retractor 
gate thrown halfway up. I gave it three bangs, pushed it up another foot 
and stepped in, cast my scope through the dark, dark of a shut down 
arcade palace. 

The first thing I saw was a vertical line with a spark above it. Turned 
out to be the owner of the place, his gold tooth seeking a bit of light 
above a pool cue. Revealed from the murk next was his small pool 
table. He rolled the cue between his palms and smiled. 

“Take the load off soldier. Nothing is here.” 

Another movement behind him. I motioned her out, a small woman 
I figured at first. But in her wide-eyed stare over the veil I saw her age 
as ten, eleven. His daughter. 

Pool tables (and the like) in a weird way have always made me 
nervous. The good players too sure, stalking and silent, the girls waiting 
in the shadows for the kill. I get a likewise feeling at spear hunts, another 
sport I never quite fell into step with, though I did enough to not attract 
attention. 

“You folks stay right there, back from the table please.” 

“The table sure! We play for friendship and visit. Not for takeover.” 

Keeping eyes on them both, I shuffled left and directed my scope 
across two walls and three bare corners. 

“Any lights in here?” 

Taking my attitude for refusal, and ignoring my request, the man 
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decided to pick up his game. He was chalking his cue. Part of the directive 
is to let civilians be civilians, so I didn’t quick-engage. I couldn’t figure 
whether the girl was playing or not. Though that would be something, 
to see a woman play pool in a burqa. Where does the cue enter the 
cloth? How is the stroke freed up? How is the lean accomplished? Or 
is lean forbidden in Islam, should all shots be taken upright, are women 
required to use the bridge always? A few questions I’ve never bothered 
with since. 

“Sir, please put down the stick for a moment.” 

Half the balls on the table were the real thing, sun-yellowed and 
nicked. Old stripes and solids with the dulled enamel reflecting my 
scope. The other half were a different sort altogether. They were leathery 
and wrinkled. And while roundish, they looked lopped, not spherical, 
and reddish-brown in colour. The man connected hardball to hardball, 
playing around the leathery ones. 

“You came for Ohio? Washington? Lincoln?” 

I don’t know how I missed it, but the daughter had ducked away 
for a second. Now she resurfaced with a tray of mash. 

“Yireesh?” She held the tray forward. 

“You folks owners of this establishment?” No response. 

“I regret the presence of a military weapon in your domicile, but 
please step outside while I situate the premises.” 

That’s when I noticed Muj was there because he spoke up behind 
me, assuring them in Arabic. He’s lucky I didn’t spin and fire. He and the 
man had a clipped back and forth for two minutes during which I got 
itchy and sweat-soaked. Then the man and his daughter had a hushed 
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one-to-one and finally away they came. Muj offered to take them back 
to Command at the well. No thank you. I walked the three of them 
over. The fact that Muj had trailed us was confusing and out of order. 
Had I missed something? Had someone from the transport allowed it? 

“Found this prisoner in there with them”, I said. “Same guy from 
back at depart. The guy with the virgins.” 

Tebow recognised him too. 

“How’d he get back here before us?” 

“I no prisoner, I guide, I no soldier, just to provide.” 

“Please remain here with PFC Tebow.” I went back to the shed. 

The rest of the place was covered quickly. Bare mattress in the 
corner under a hanging tin lamp, hookah within reach. A small hotplate 
range on an overturned crate. A carpenter’s-mate shelf taking the entire 
back wall. Bike gears, a mini-vice, rusty wire and what all jammed into 
plastic cups and paint pails in no kind of order. Central on the plywood 
was a pair of industrial wire cutters and stained cloth gloves. The shelf 
and floor area around there was stained too, deep brown with use. I put 
my finger to it. Cool, maybe damp, hard to tell cool from damp when 
sweat is coming out of your fingerprints. 

Back at the pool table I scoped the misshapen balls, poked one 
with my muzzle. It flopped and rolled back into place. Liquid boulder. 
Leather for sure, packed-down loads of leather, maybe a rock or avocado 
pit in the centre to weight it. And now I saw, all stitched together. Little 
squares of hide or skin all stitched up, the black thread pulled taut. I 
picked one up; heft was just about right for carrying. Popped it into my 
rucksack. My parting gift.
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I checked the pool table surface, top and under. Two cracks ran 
lengthwise and the outside sagged a bit, almost like eaves. The fissures 
looked violent; something pressed or held down there, something 
slammed down at once.

Someone at the door. McKeil, the private from Maine. Had his 
weapon shouldered and helmet unstrapped. Scooping something off a 
plate into his mouth. “Man you have GOT to try this goat. And man, 
did you see that girl out there, a little young, but man…”

Zaha Yahdid’s gingery goat loin: Rub oil, allspice, ginger 
and marmalade over surface of a 1 lb goat loin. Let sit 
overnight, loosely covered. Stir together 3 oz brown 
mustard and 10 well crushed gingersnap cookies. Roll 
loin through mustard mixture. Heat griddle to 450F. 
Place loin in centre, prod occasionally, and cook until 
meat is no longer pink. 

For now he’s set equidistant from Taco Loco, Great Greek and Sing 
Chinese. Customers regard him from abutting tables, rice, beans and 
kebobs weighting their paper plates. Under harsh lights they hunch, 
empty eyes and churning mouths. 

What should they make of him now? Nothing shows. Have they 
never visited Mall Central? Are they not even a little excited to have 
him in the neighbourhood? Perhaps all they require fits on their trays. 
With general consent, it seems they are being asked to wait. 

“What comes, what may”, Moods says. He’ll figure out the what-for 
later. “Let the people decide your utility, son. If it’s no longer cooking, 
it’s bound to be something bigger.” 

Day three there, a crimped Korean woman arrives and recognises 
the suit. She approaches to reheat her shrimp in lobster sauce. Moods 
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discourages her politely while she holds out her plate shouting “But 
cold! Too cold!”

Moods has taken to wearing brighter colours. “It’s seasonal”, he 
says. Hot Man’s eyes squint. “Don’t worry. I’m still paying you, aren’t 
I?”

One day, in full tie-dye regalia, Moods shouts into the glass. “I’m gong 
to paint a daisy on your back!”A brush swishes between his shoulder 
blades. Turns out Moods has a natural talent for graffiti; he doesn’t stop 
with the daisy, a mural ensues. The suit becomes a sculptural Guernica. 
A gray steed rears on his stomach. Cobras run the length of his thighs, 
ending in fiery eyes at the knees. A crest of poppies and daggers adheres 
to a bleeding heart. 

The crowd of regulars blooms in the Eating Court. They keep one 
eye on their grub, the other, suddenly alive, on Moods’ progress. 

He doesn’t know what to think of himself. Is he art? He suspects 
he’s somewhat flimsy of worth, an aesthetic touch, a large container of 
potpourri. This is fine with him. He yearns to be useful in any way, even 
as a grotto. And as if on cue, the Eating Court residents begin lining up 
to visit, adorning him with spider plants and wandering Jews. They lay 
bouquets of lilies and long-stem reds across his outstretched arms. They 
attach a spindly wreath to his crown. Moods is electric. He throws up 
his hands. 

“You’re a monument! An ideal, a doctrine! Think of your hotplates 
as biblical tablets!”

Hot Man considers the floral arrangements tumbling away. 

“What do you care? It’s cooler than being inside an oven, isn’t it?”
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They show up with cash donations, with fruit, stuffed animals,  
photos of deceased loved ones. Hard candy is strewn at his feet, the 
wrappers twinkle in candlelight. They make vaguely Catholic hand 
gestures and whisper to his mask. “God bless. Amen. We’re proud of 
you, son.”

This is the second of a four-part fiction special on the American 
war experience in Iraq. The next chapter will be available in the 

November issue.
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 James Fallows talks to author, editor of The Dish at The Daily 
Beast, and one of the world’s most widely read bloggers

Andrew Sullivan

On the challenges of blogging: “You’re never off duty. Physically, 
there are many people who stopped because they couldn’t take it. And 
psychologically, the being on stage constantly. Basically I’m talking to 
maybe 150,000 to 200,000 people. Now that blows your mind, I think 
it’s more than CNN.”

“If blogging turns out to be fatal, I would probably be the first person to 
discover it.”

“When does a blog become your prison from which you can never 
escape?”

Excerpts from the interview
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Can the microblog change the megastates? In China and India, social 
media is leapfrogging official and mainstream media narratives, giving 
voice to the wants and frustrations of the new middle classes.

 But it is also helping to expose stark differences in the nature of the 
political systems of the two Asian giants. Differing official responses are 
leading to very different political impacts. Indeed, it could be that social 
media ends up affecting the future of China more than it does India.

 Perversely, the potential power of social media within the People’s 
Republic of China can be measured not so much by what it says as by 
what it is forbidden from saying. If the Communist Party sees fit to go to 

Giant tweets
China’s tight online grip is having unintended consequences, 

while in India it’s anything goes
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the trouble of banning certain words on the wildly popular microblog 
Weibo—which has more than 300 million registered users—then one 
can assume there is no small number of people wanting to express them.

And if anyone wants to invest the time in comprehensively testing 
Weibo for blocked words, a fascinating and disturbing picture emerges. 
The team at China Digital Times, a student-run initiative at Berkeley, 
use crowd-sourcing to provide precisely that service.

On 4 June this year, for instance, China Digital Times revealed 
that the following search terms, among others, were blocked on 
Weibo: fire, candle, blood, people, movement, crush, tank, 8, 9, 6, 4, 
23, 35, anniversary, today, yesterday, tomorrow, that year, declaration, 
commemorate, monument, park, recall, mourn, silent tribute, evening 
event, black clothes, go into the street, and never forget.

These are just some of the terms deployed by Chinese social media 
users to mark the anniversary of the murderous suppression of the 
Tiananmen Square protests in 1989. And these are just some of the 
coded ways used to circumvent the bans on more direct expressions of 
remembrance and outrage. Especially surreal was the banning of the 
normally harmless candle emoticon on Weibo, with queries receiving 
the less-than-reassuring message: “the related icon is currently being 
optimised”.

To be sure, banning everyday words and icons is not a sustainable 
social media policy, and many of the aforementioned search terms 
probably started working again within a few days of the anniversary. 
The curbs on Weibo, it seems, are a moveable famine. At times, for 
example, you may also have trouble finding the combination of “Ferrari 
+ car crash” or, even more intriguingly, “high speed + car sex”. Which 
only begins to make sense in light of a mysterious car accident in Beijing 
on 18 March, and rumours about the son of a high-ranking official. 
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Taken together, all of these omissions reveal not only some of the 
things that the Communist Party does not want people to know. They 
also illuminate the Chinese genius for allusion. If there are so many ways 
to bypass crude official censorship, then the wholesale suppression of 
truth looks set to be a losing battle.

 Block one way of expressing a sensitive point and sooner or later 
someone will find another. And each time one of China’s hundreds of 
millions of ordinary non-political social media users finds a seemingly-
innocuous turn of phrase blocked, the aggregate of frustration with the 
Chinese Communist Party’s current style of governance will rise by one 
infinitesimal increment.

 In India’s democratic tumult, meanwhile, social media provides a 
more forthright avenue for political grievance. Facebook, Twitter and 
local variants are having a marked impact on the political debate, from 
calling for security reform after the 2008 Mumbai terror attacks to 
castigating the soft-power failures of the 2010 New Delhi Commonwealth 
Games to keeping the heat on corruption.

 Notably, India’s social media scene is now pressuring the mass 
media, especially newspapers, to reduce self-censorship when it comes 
to reporting corruption and failures of governance. India’s professional 
journalists may take pride that their craft is a mainstay of the world’s 
largest democracy. But in a ruthless commercial environment, mainstream 
media organisations also tend to sniff the political wind before they 
decide how to report it.

 A watershed moment came in late 2010, when sustained agitation 
from Twitter users pressured newspapers into finally reporting a story 
that had been brewing for weeks. This involved the alleged connections 
between some prominent journalists and a lobbyist who in turn was 
under scrutiny for her part in an alleged corruption scandal over the 
allocation of telecommunications spectrum rights.
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In one sense, social media can be a new equalising force in an 
India long-criticised for perpetuating inequality alongside democracy. 
It tells you something about modern India when outspoken young 
novelist Chetan Bhagat (@chetan_bhagat) has around a million Twitter 
followers—eight times as many as Prime Minister Manmohan Singh 
(@PMOIndia). 

 But in India’s political cacophony, Twitter and its ilk do not just 
serve those who would speak truth to power—these are also platforms 
for those who possess power or seek it, whatever their chosen means. 
Thus you will find blogs supporting India’s armed Maoists as well as 
the tweeted thoughts of political players ranging from Gujarat Chief 
Minister and controversial Bharatiya Janata Party figure Narendra 
Modi (@narendramodi) to former senior UN official, author, minister 
of state and irrepressible congress parliamentarian, Shashi Tharoor 
(@ShashiTharoor). 

But their audiences, however disparate, are still in the minority: 
literate, internet-connected, often English-speaking. Hundreds of 
millions of Indians may now use mobile phones, but so far only tens of 
millions use social media.

For the time being, the silences on Weibo will continue to ring louder 
than all of India’s social media din. n

 

Follow the author on Twitter @Rory_Medcalf
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My magazine is funded by US think tanks who themselves are funded by 
the US government as part of a global disinformation campaign. But we’re 
also funded by the Japanese government. This is despite the fact that we 
are (admittedly, less often) Chinese Communist Party sympathisers who 
are trying to disrupt an Asia-Pacific that would otherwise be completely 
harmonious if it weren’t for the American PSYOPS we also dabble in 
from time to time. At least, that’s according to some of those who take 
the time to comment on The Diplomat’s website.

Every region in the world has its issues, its disagreements, bad blood, 
deep-rooted anxieties, and fears, frequently stoked by nationalism. 
But writing about Asia sometimes seems so much trickier than other 

Diplomatic balance
There is a fine line between comment and cant in the online 

forums of Asian analysis
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regions. Not always, of course. We rarely raise an eyebrow when we 
cover Bangladesh, Singapore, or Australia. But touch on India, Pakistan, 
Japan, and most of all China, and you will invariably bring down on 
yourself a barrage of criticism. The actual engagement on the objective 
issues—the things you can prove or verify—seems inversely proportional 
to the delicacy of the subject. For example, when I’ve written on China’s 
advances in clean energy—and its pledge to spend more than $300 
billion developing green energy and reducing carbon emissions over 
the next five years—there’s little to say. Similarly, if I talk about China’s 
slowing economy, there’s generally little debate. But touch on Taiwan, 
human rights, or relations with Japan, and suddenly everyone has an 
opinion. 

These are, admittedly, sensitive issues, and while it’s sometimes easier 
to simply relay the facts on China’s green investment or the Communist 
Party’s fiscal policies, it’s harder when blogging not to take a side on 
some of the hot-button issues. But that raises the question of balance. 
How balanced should you be when writing about Asia, and China in 
particular? 

Of course, from a business point of view, controversy makes sense—
one of The Diplomat’s biggest days ever in terms of visitor numbers 
came when one of our (Chinese) bloggers wrote on the controversy 
surrounding two-year-old Wang Yue, who was left dying on a Guangdong 
Province street after she was run over and at least 18 people walked 
past her body. But post too many of those kinds of blog entries, and you 
risk getting labelled sensationalist and anti-China. 

To an extent, this is fair. If a man was caught in Beijing eating parts 
of the face of someone he had just killed, then it would be tempting to 
try to find some kind of local angle (last year some random attacks on 
children in schools in China were seen by some as somehow a reflection 
of a pervasive sickness in Chinese society) and just watch the traffic roll 
in. But to the best of my knowledge, this hasn’t happened in China. It 
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has, however, happened in Florida. Is there something about US society 
specifically that is cultivating face-eating zombies? Probably not. So 
why would there have been if it had it happened in China?

But coupled with the consideration of fairness, is the notion of 
balance. Even if you might have an opinion on an issue, how do you 
strike a balance when blogging? And if you fail to have complete balance, 
is it because you’re anti-China? US media outlets tie themselves up in 
knots worrying about this over the country’s domestic politics. Stung 
by frequent criticism from the right that the media is too liberal, even 
the most venerable of US publications have to commit remarkable acts 
of contorted reasoning to seem fair and balanced. I remember during 
the last presidential election campaign, a major US daily reported that 
Republicans (or at least some of their supporters) were engaged in a 
voter suppression effort in one state by running robocalls in minority 
areas reminding people to vote on Thursday. The problem was that the 
election was on Tuesday. Yet in an effort to appear balanced, the paper 
noted that Democrats were engaged in their own voter suppression 
effort—by trying to demotivate Republicans, arguing that George W. 
Bush’s policies hadn’t been good for the country. 

The absurdity of this is clear, but similarly, should a blogger writing 
on China feel compelled to try to find balance—and offer a disclaimer 
that yes, something similar might have happened in another country, 
too? I would say that if your criticisms are measured, and your examples 
fair, then no, there’s no need to constantly acknowledge that a problem 
wasn’t just made in China (or Japan or Pakistan). 

One reason is that it isn’t our duty as an Asia-Pacific magazine 
to do this. When I write about Iran’s clandestine nuclear activities—
its deliberate distortions or sleights of hand—I’m not suggesting that 
the United States and Israel are always candid and open. But when a 
commenter gleefully points out such an omission as evidence of bias, 
then I respectfully submit that they are missing the point. Our focus 
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as an Asia-Pacific magazine is rightly on Iran. There’s much that could 
be raised about Israel’s treatment of the Palestinians, but that is for a 
different article in a different publication. And yes, the treatment of 
native Americans by the early settlers in North America was often awful, 
but it’s difficult to see how this excuses China’s treatment of Uyghurs.

And that brings us to history, which is one of the biggest minefields 
in any effort to write on Asia. That many, many Chinese suffered at the 
hands of the Japanese before and during World War II is undeniable 
except, sadly, to a small minority of Japanese ultra nationalists. But 
should young Japanese now be pressured to repeatedly express remorse 
for the actions of their grandfathers? 

Of course Japanese education should include an exploration of the 
horrors of the 1930s and 1940s, because, as US political commentator 
and Japan watcher Steve Clemons says, the country has in many senses 
been engaged in a kind of historical amnesia. But by the same reckoning, 
it’s reasonable to point out that China’s education system, with its focus 
on 100 years of humiliation, has been exploited by those seeking to use 
nationalism as a distraction from shortcomings at home. And that’s a 
dangerous path to tread.

This is all, of course, just my personal opinion. But it’s a view that 
will no doubt mean that despite The Diplomat being owned by an 
Australian and edited at the time of writing by a British-American, that 
we will always be accused by someone, somewhere, of being a secret 
Japanese operation. Or maybe an American one. n
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