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Letters

American Review welcomes your letters. Write to editor@americanreviewmag.com. 
We reserve the right to edit letters for length and clarity

Turkey has its 
traumas, too

Adam Garfinkle’s 
reference to President 
Obama’s Ankara and 
Cairo speeches in 2009 
(“An innocent abroad”, 
November 2010-April 
2011) provides 
interesting background 
to the political turmoil 
sweeping across the 
Arab world. While the 
author was critical of 
the president for being a 
foreign policy 
“talkfest”—that is, a 
talker not a doer—it is 
of course an irony that 
Obama’s “lack of 
action”, or restraint 
approach to the popular 
uprising in Tunisia and 
Egypt has been a critical 
factor in allowing these 
events to run their 
natural course and 
overthrow the old order. 

From Tunis to Cairo, 
Manama to Sana’a, men 
and women are 
demonstrating to voice 

their anger at the 
authoritarian regimes 
and the humiliating lives 
to which they were 
subjected during the last 
few decades, often 
thanks to the generous 
military and financial 
aid of the US and 
European countries.  
The last thing these 
protestors want now is 
more US interference in 
their domestic affairs. 

It is also interesting to 
note that many pundits 
from the West have used 
Turkey as a political 
model for the Arab 
countries. They point to 
a rapidly growing 
economy with a 
massively expanding 
middle class, a more or 
less stable democratic 
and partly secular 
regime, which has found 
ways of accommodating 
political Islam into 
mainstream politics, and 
an increasingly self-
confident foreign policy. 
Turkey’s recent 

ascendance is a success 
story that its Arab 
neighbours should 
follow. But this is a 
superficial view of 
Turkey’s modern 
history.

Scratch the surface  
in contemporary Turkey 
and you will find a story 
not of success but a 
history of trauma, 
political manipulation, 
exploitation, state 
brutality and memories 
of torture and 
maltreatment that 
pervades the country’s 
recent past. This is 
despite a decade of 
rapid development, 
despite newly polished 
and rebuilt cities, 
despite Istanbul’s re-
emergence as a global 
city of culture, arts  
and services.

Sitting in a stylish bar 
in Istanbul or even in 
one of the many new 
coffee shops in the once 
violence-ridden Kurdish 
city of Diyarbakir where 



Pat’s America By Pat Oliphant

many well-dressed 
young men and 
women—some in 
hijab—stroll by, it is 
next to impossible to 
imagine that not even a 
decade ago, Turkey was 
effectively waging a civil 
war against its Kurdish 
population, a war in 
which close to 40,000 
mostly young men and 
women died. It is also 
hard to believe that 
since the early 1980s, 
millions of ethnic Kurds 
were forced to flee their 
villages and ended up in 
the poor suburbs of 
Istanbul, Izmir and 
further afield in 
Germany and France. 

Turkey, as my book, 
Angry Nation, Turkey 
since 1989 (Zed Books, 
2011) tries to explain, is 
a complex country. To 
account for the range  
of issues from the semi-
authoritarian guardian 
state to the larger social 
and economic changes 
and the evolving 
European and foreign 
policies is not always  
a straightforward 
business. Thus there is 
little use in all the talk 
of Turkey as a model for 

the Middle East. The 
fact is the country 
remains politically 
fragmented, volatile and 
angry, if not as angry  
as it was a decade ago 
and certainly less so 
than its Arab 
neighbours are today. 

Many of the fault-
lines and traumas of the 
last decades—over 
Kurdish rights or in the 
power struggles between 
the Justice and 
Development (AKP) 
government and the 
triad of the armed 
forces, the high judiciary 
and the bureaucracy—
remain today.

If there is a source of 
hope in Turkey’s past 

for the Arab protestors, 
it lies in the notion of 
the ballot box as a place 
where history can be 
made. On three 
occasions—1950, 1980 
and 2002—the people 
of Turkey have changed 
their country’s fortunes 
by voting out the ruling 
parties that were 
imposed upon them. 
This should serve as 
inspiration for the 
newly emerging and 
hopefully democratic 
regimes in the Arab 
world.

Kerem Öktem
St Antony’s College, 
Oxford
14 March 2011
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Richard C. Longworth

There is historical 
resonance in the fact 
that the Battle of the 
Statehouses, the struggle 
over the attempt by newly-
elected Republicans to kill 
off public service unions, 
broke out in the American 
Midwest. 

Once upon a time, before the Rust 
Belt era and globalisation destroyed 
most of its factory jobs, the Midwest 
was the industrial core of America. The 
region embraces the nation’s heartland, 
parts of 10 states stretching from western 
New York and Pennsylvania to eastern 
Iowa and Minnesota, wrapped around 
the Great Lakes and the Mississippi 
River watershed. Because the nation’s 
mightiest industrial corporations rose 
here, so did its biggest and strongest 
unions. The great labour battles, from 
River Rouge to Republic Steel, took 
place in the Midwest, and gave union 
members a ladder to climb. 

The result was a proud moment 
in America’s economic history—the 
creation of an industrial middle class. 

These workers toiled 
on blast furnaces and 
assembly lines and carried 
their lunch in lunch boxes, 
but they owned their own 
homes and a car or two, 
had a cottage by the lake 
and took holidays. In 

short, they were middle class. 
That is history. Most of those 

corporations are gone, decamped to the 
American South and then to Mexico 
and China, all largely non-union 
territories. The unions couldn’t follow, 
so they are shrunken: only 6.9 per cent 
of American workers now belong to 
unions, only 10 per cent of those in 
manufacturing. 

Not surprisingly, the industrial 
middle class is gone, too. The Midwest’s 
old factory towns are wastelands where 
these workers once lived, pocked with 
vacant lots, rusting mills, empty stores. 
The Midwestern wage structure today 
is an hourglass, with quite a lot of well-
educated and skilled employees at the 
top, many more destitute workers at 
the bottom, and not much in between. 

From heartland to wasteland
Unions are struggling as the American Midwest bears  

the brunt of globalisation



Those middle-class workers may still be 
there, but their jobs aren’t. 

All Midwesterners know this 
history. This includes the bulk of 
workers who are still unionised. These 
are mostly public service workers—
teachers, firemen, policemen, state and 
local government workers. 

If private-sector union membership 
is only 6.9 per cent of all workers, 
public-sector union membership is 36 
per cent. Among local government,  
the figure rises to 42 per cent. For 
the first time, there are more union 
members employed by government  
now than by private business, even 
though the private sector has six times 
as many jobs. 

Not surprisingly, public-sector 
wages are considerably higher than 
private-sector wages—an average of 
$917 per week, exactly $200 more than 
the $717 taken home by private-sector 
workers, not counting benefits such as 
pensions and healthcare. 

This is the background to the 
battles that raged in state capitals in 
Wisconsin, Ohio and Indiana. In each 
state, governors or legislative leaders 
tried to wipe out or limit the power of 
public sector unions. In each state, the 
government workers looked at what 
happened to private-sector workers 
when their unions collapsed, and 
decided to fight. 

But why now? The new labour 
battles result from the confluence 
of two events—generally huge and 
intractable state deficits and the sudden 

rise to power of the most conservative 
members of the Republican Party, 
including the far-right Tea Party faction. 

Of the two events, the rise of the 
Tea Party is the most important. None 
of the three states in the firing line—
Wisconsin, Indiana or Ohio—has an 
especially big deficit, at least compared 
to other states such as California or 
Illinois, where Democrats rule and 
where no union battles have broken 
out: Illinois, in fact, became a refuge for 
Democratic legislators from Wisconsin 
and Indiana, who fled their states to 
deny Republicans the legislative quorum 
they needed to defeat the unions. 

The new governors of Wisconsin 
and Ohio, Scott Walker and John 
Kasich, are longtime foes of unions. 
They are funded by anti-union 
businessmen, such as the Koch brothers. 
The suspicion is that both Walker and 
Kasich, like the Republican legislative 
leaders of Indiana, are using their state 
deficits as an excuse to cripple unions. 
(The Indiana governor, Mitch Daniels, 
is also a Republican and a possible 2012 
Republican presidential candidate who 
has publicly denounced his legislative 
allies’ attacks on the unions.)

The mid-term elections of 
last November brought these new 
Republicans to power, as they did the Tea 
Party members of Congress determined 
to cut the federal government’s deficit. 
Once again, it’s easy to suspect that 
these deficit hawks are more devoted 
to crippling the federal government and 
returning power to states than they are 
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Ford City, Pennsylvania, late 19th century

to trimming the deficit itself. 
The Tea Partiers won, in the 

Midwest and elsewhere, on the wave of 
public angst over the recession, genuine 
worries about the deficit and the 
waning support on the left for President 
Obama. All the Midwestern states are 
genuine swing states: none is reliably 
Democratic or Republican. All went 
for Obama in 2008. Most, including 
Wisconsin, Ohio and Indiana, went 
Republican last year.

There’s more to this than union 
rights. The Midwest, having lost 
its industrial economy, desperately 
needs to invent a new, 21st-century, 
post-industrial economy. This means 
investment especially in education and 
infrastructure. Both Walker and Kasich 
propose cuts in exactly these areas. 

For a region heading into the new 
knowledge economy, declaring war on 
one’s teachers and their unions looks a 
lot like economic suicide. 

The American writer H.L. Mencken 
once commented that “democracy is the 
theory that the common people know 
what they want and deserve to get it 
good and hard”. The Tea Party won 
last year fair and square and is moving 
fast to turn its wishes into law. 

Too fast? The Democratic hope 
is that the new Republican leaders 
over-estimated their power and under-
estimated the continuing support for 
unions, even in this post-industrial era. 
Polls show that Americans, most of 
them non-union members themselves, 
still support the union rights of 
government workers by a solid two-to-
one margin. 

So the Tea Party may be sowing the 
seeds of its own defeat, in the nation 
and in the Midwest. But that defeat, if it 
comes, is still two years away. By then, 
public sector unions may have joined 
the industrial unions on the scrapheaps 
of the Midwestern economy. 



Jack Miles

Is Egypt ready for self-
government? Is Libya? 
As questions like these 
are asked in the wake 
of the Arab revolt of 
2011, Americans would 
do well to recall how 
many other people their 
country once deemed 
unready for liberty. During 
the 20th century, the US unabashedly 
argued that since Spain and Portugal 
had never had the tutorial of the 
Protestant Reformation, quasi-papal 
authoritarianism was the only form of 
government their cultural descendants 
in Latin America understood. During 
the Cold War, American realpolitik 
justified support for a string of  
dictators in South Korea. As for the 
Soviet Union, well, the benighted 
Russians had never gone through the 
Reformation or the Enlightenment, so 
what could you expect? 

Egyptian dissidents like Saad 
Eddin Ibrahim have long argued that if 
such alleged contradictions in terms as 
Spanish Catholic democracy, Korean 
Confucianist democracy, and Russian 
Orthodox democracy have come to 

pass, then the alleged 
contradiction of Arab 
Islamic democracy might 
also come to pass. Is 
the revolt we have been 
witnessing in Tunisia, 
Egypt, Libya, Yemen, 
Syria, and even Jordan 
the natal cry of a newborn 

contradiction? Is Arab 
Islamic democracy being born before 
our eyes—or is it being aborted?

The historic encounter of 
civilisations that Samuel Huntington 
characterised as a clash began long 
before September 11 and is larger, on 
the Muslim side, than the Arab world. 
Yet the Ummah still has an Arab heart. 
As China has broadly thrown in its 
lot with the international community 
as shaped by the West, as India has 
done the same despite its large Muslim 
minority, the result for all Muslims has 
been a perception of encirclement and 
exclusion. It has been on the one hand, 
A Sense of Siege, to cite the title of an 
astute book by Graham Fuller and Ian 
Lesser, subtitled The Geopolitics of 
Islam and the West (Westview Press), 
and on the other a sense of yearning  

Egypt comes to Wisconsin
Arab unrest is finding pointed parallels on  

the streets of America
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and aspiration.
Such is the larger pond into which 

the American invasion of Iraq tossed 
an exploding pebble. At the cost of 
about $1 trillion, the US has installed 
a legitimately elected government in 
a major Arab state. In the process, 
by accident rather than design, it has 
created the first Shi’ite government that 
the Arab world has seen in centuries 
and enormously enhanced the influence 
of adjacent Shi’ite Iran. Are the majority 
Shi’ite Arabs of nearby Bahrain, ruled 
by a Sunni monarch, erupting as the 
majority or as Shi’ites? Does it matter 
to them that President George W. Bush 
said in his second inaugural address, 
with reference to the war he had begun 
in Iraq: “All who live in tyranny and 
hopelessness can know: the United 
States will not ignore your oppression, 
or excuse your oppressors. When you 
stand for your liberty, we will stand  
with you.”

Some American conservatives 
willingly claim as much. In a CNN 
interview, the former CIA director R. 
James Woolsey Jr, a leading foreign 
policy hawk, quipped that there were 
more neo-cons in Egypt than anyone 
guessed. If the oppressed of Bahrain 
need American help, will they turn to 
the Fifth Fleet which anchors there? 
Democrats, of course, prefer to credit 
President Barack Obama’s much-
noticed 2009 speech in Cairo and his 
scrupulously multilateral “limited 
military intervention” in Libya. 

Meanwhile, an entirely unforeseen 

eruption on the American domestic 
scene has provoked troubling 
comparisons to the eruption in the 
Arab world. Flush with confidence 
after major electoral gains in November 
2010, state and federal Republicans 
have been implementing the mandate 
they claim to have received—to cut 
taxes and services by laying off state 
workers because “there is no money”. 
However, when Wisconsin Governor 
Scott Walker tried to rush through a 
bill abolishing collective bargaining 
for state employees, the 14 Democrats 
in the 33-member Wisconsin Senate 
astonishingly moved south across the 
state line into Illinois, denying the 
governor the quorum needed to pass 
budget legislation. 

What ensued was even more 
astonishing: the largest labour 
demonstration in generations. 
Government business in Madison was 
brought to a standstill. Then, in a rump 
session held at night without notice on 
March 9, 2011, the 19 Republicans 
of the Wisconsin Senate voted 18-1 in 
favour of a bill that cleverly segregated 
the real target, collective bargaining 
as an issue in regulatory law, from the 
pending budget bill and thus permitted 
passage without the larger quorum that 
a budget vote requires. 

Now what?
On the morning after the secret night 

session of the Wisconsin Senate, the Los 
Angeles Times headline read: “Union 
rights impasse broken”. The New York 
Times headline read: “Wisconsin GOP 



ends stalemate with manoeuvre.” And 
yet, one wondered, what really had 
ended? Wisconsin Democrats vowed to 
continue the fight in court, and a judge 
stayed implementation of the new law. 
Both Republicans and Democrats have 
initiated recall actions against members 
of the other party whom they believe 
they could defeat in a fresh election. 
The governor himself is thought to be 
particularly vulnerable. Bill Cronon,  
a professor at the University of 
Wisconsin, published a blog drawing 
attention to a conservative network that 
drafted model bills for Republicans to 
introduce in state legislatures and was 
startled when the post attracted half a 
million hits in two days. In response, 
the Republican Party of Wisconsin 
demanded that the university hand over 
all Cronon’s emails that mentioned 
the governor’s name or any of at least 
a dozen other names plus a list of 
keywords such as “union” and “recall”. 

It appeared a war of sorts was just 
beginning. If the unionised workers 
went on strike, as they might, and 
the governor declared them laid off, 
as he had threatened to do, or fired 
them outright, would they occupy the 
statehouse again? The pot seemed to be 
boiling over. 

As it became clear on Tahrir Square 
that popular Egyptian resentment at 
economic polarisation and political 
corruption rather than Islamic fanaticism 
was bringing the Mubarak regime down, 
some began to draw pointed parallels 
with the US. Charles M. Blow, a New 

York Times columnist who specialises 
in demographic analysis, published a 
graph on February 5 charting income 
polarisation in 23 Middle Eastern 
and north African countries. Iran, 
concentrating its wealth in the hands of 
its Revolutionary Guard, was the most 
polarised, yet the US—included “for 
comparison”—was more polarised still. 

American income inequality was 
once justified with the slogan, “A rising 
tide lifts all boats”, but a study released 
by the Economic Policy Institute on 
February 9, 2011 reported that “during 
the most recent expansion between 
2000 and 2007, the period that led 
up to the Great Recession, the richest 
10 per cent accounted for a full 100 
per cent of average income growth”. 
According to a poll done by the Food 
Research and Action Centre, 20 per 
cent of Californians answered “yes” to 
the question, “Have there been times in 
the past 12 months when you did not 
have enough money to buy food that 
you or your family needed?” The tide 
metaphor may no longer apply to the 
US. Too many American boats have 
sunk to the bottom.

Revolutions, however, rarely start 
at the very bottom. They start with 
the able, angry, and unemployed, 
disenfranchised or impoverished by 
overweening political power. The 
Arab revolt has riveted the world, and 
rightly so, but keep a weather eye on 
Wisconsin. As the saying goes, “It ain’t 
over ’til the fat lady sings”, and she may 
be rehearsing a new number. 
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James Fallows

Deep disagreements over 
political issues, and over 
the perceptions of reality 
behind them, have been 
the norm rather than 
the exception through 
American life. This is the 
nation that had to build 
its founders’ conflicting 
views about slavery into 
its constitution. Through 
the following century, the main axis of 
legislative tension, economic rivalry, and 
ultimately war involved the inability of 
either side in the debate over slavery to 
persuade the other, peacefully, to change 
its beliefs.

Through the past century as well, 
American public life has struggled to 
contain deep and bitter disagreements, 
often based on misinformation, about 
the nation’s character and goals, plus 
the main challenges to its well-being. 
Immigration has been a crucial long-
term source of American revitalisation, 
but after World War I, it was brought 
almost to a halt largely because of bogus 
“scientific” theories about the inferiority 
of the newest arrivals from eastern and 
southern Europe. 

Madison Grant’s 
The Passing of the Great 
Race, first published in 
1916, sold strongly for 
the next 20 years with its 
warning that the “Nordic” 
stock (from the British 
Isles and Germany) that 
had brought America to 
glory would be fatally 

undermined by the inferior 
intelligence and criminal traits of the 
Alpine and Mediterranean “races” 
(Greeks, Italians, Poles, and worse) 
who now wanted in. The seminal book 
Public Opinion, by the young Walter 
Lippmann, warned that the realities of 
the world had become too complex and 
fast-changing for average Americans 
to grasp or debate intelligently—and 
this was in the comparatively pastoral 
circumstances of 1922. 

Three years later, at the “monkey 
trial” in Tennessee, later dramatised 
as Inherit the Wind (a 1960 film 
starring Spencer Tracy), the biology 
teacher John Scopes was found guilty 
of the crime of teaching evolution,  
an illustration of the long-standing 
gap between what we would now call  

Minds wide shut
An alarming number of Americans just don’t want  

to know about climate change



faith-based and science-based views of 
the world. 

During my own childhood in the 
Cold War/Baby Boomer era, some 
Americans thought their countrymen 
were dupes for failing to see that the 
addition of fluoride to drinking water, 
far from being a dental-health measure, 
was in fact the first step toward 
unaccountable world government. 

Thus the aspects of today’s  
American discourse that seem 
irrational—or that seem, at a minimum, 
to illustrate that Americans now 
occupy separate “fact universes”, each 
with its own version of reality—may 
represent an unfortunate continuity 
with the nation’s past rather than 
another indication of decline. Recently, 
I interviewed leading political scientists 
to ask whether they could show that 
public life in America had become in any 
measurable way “stupider” than before. 
What about the sizeable minority of 
Americans—and absolute majority 
of Republican primary voters—who 
believed their current president was 
born overseas and therefore held office 
illegally? Or the overlapping group 
who believe he is a Muslim? The clear 
majority with no idea that Medicare, the 
healthcare program for people over 65, 
is run by the government? I found many 
academics who lamented these findings, 
but none who said there had ever been a 
different golden age. 

Some of today’s illustrations of 
flawed or irrationally politicised versions 
of reality are self-limiting in their effects. 

For instance, no matter how many 
Americans believe that “cutting foreign 
aid” will eliminate deficit spending, the 
numbers will never add up that way. (On 
average, Americans think the federal 
deficit and the foreign aid budget are 
about the same size; in fact, the deficit is 
more than 100 times larger.) But there is 
one area of politicised knowledge with 
the potential to be more dangerous than 
most others. That is the battle within 
America over climate change.

Across the world, there are sharp 
differences over the proper response 
to climate change: who should pay, 
on what timetable, using which 
technology, with what possible risks. 
The acrimonious disagreements at 
the Copenhagen and Cancun climate 
meetings over the past two years, showed 
how far from consensus world opinion 
is, even at sessions where Americans 
played no part. And in nearly every 
country, including Australia, the range 
of opinion on climate change includes 
some deniers, those who dismiss the 
international scientific consensus that 
human activity since the Industrial 
Revolution has raised greenhouse gas 
concentrations, and that this change is 
altering the climate. 

But in no other advanced country 
is the simple scientific argument about 
climate change regarded, by the deniers’ 
camp, as just another partisan assertion, 
like opinions on the proper tax level or 
policy in the Middle East. America’s 
status on this issue is comparable—in 
its isolation and in its consequences—
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to South Africa’s in the years when 
then-president Thabo Mbeki dismissed 
the idea that the HIV virus had any 
connection with AIDS.

The effect of this internal US split 
on worldwide climate efforts is evident. 
With the world’s largest economy and 
second-largest emitter of greenhouse 
gases divided on whether there is even 
a problem to be solved, it is even harder 
for anyone else to move. But what 
does it indicate about the situation of  
political consideration, debate, and 
action in the US? I think it shows 
something familiar but also something 
new and worrisome.

The familiar aspect is the increasing 
atomisation of the public into separate 
information spheres. The technological 
and business changes in journalism from 
the 1960s, when major newspapers 
reached most readers in each town and 
three broadcast TV networks brought 
most viewers their nightly news, to the 
vast flow of news today makes it harder 
for public officials or scientific authorities 
to reach people with information they 
have not chosen to hear. 

The American media’s habit of 
presenting most issues in the form of 
pro-con “debate” plays a part too. When 
covering Mbeki’s disastrous delusion 
in South Africa, they felt free to say 
flatly, “his views are wrong”. But when 
covering the climate “debate” they feel 
obliged to pair, say, a climate scientist 
with a Mbeki-style denier politician, as 
if their views deserve equal weight.

The additional element is a 

behaviour pattern known increasingly 
as “agnotology”, or “epistemic closure”. 
These are two elaborate ways of saying 
that certain parts of the American public 
have decided to exclude themselves from 
even the possibility of changing their 
minds. The pattern here is a variant 
of tribal politics, which is the bane of 
developing societies and which governing 
systems from the Renaissance onward 
have tried to offset. In a tribal model, 
positions are good or bad based on who 
espouses them, not on their merits. 

Thus, if George W. Bush and Dick 
Cheney had endorsed a radical freedom-
from-fossil-fuels program as part of 
their post-September 11 response, 
Fox News would have trumpeted it 
as a gesture of greatness; from John 
Kerry or Barack Obama, it would be 
(to Fox) another galling American 
retreat. “Epistemic closure” completes 
the model by persuading people that 
the more thoroughly their position is 
attacked, especially with contrary facts, 
the more fiercely they must cling to it. 
Thus, mainstream mockery of Sarah 
Palin only increased the loyalty of her 
supporters.

Stalwartness in the face of criticism 
has some admirable precedents. In 1936 
Franklin Roosevelt said that the forces 
of plutocracy were “unanimous in 
their hate for me—and I welcome their 
hatred!” But it has been a while since 
Americans have seen such open hatred 
for facts. We don’t know when this 
phase will end, but we can hope it will 
be soon. 



Jeff Kingston

And then there were 18. 
The East Asian Summit 
(EAS) is an annual 
forum launched in 2005 
at the initiative of the 
Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN). 
It initially included 
ASEAN’s 10 member 
states plus three dialogue 
partners, China, Japan and 
South Korea, and also Australia, India 
and New Zealand. 

This year, Russia and the United 
States will join the sixth summit 
that is normally held following the 
autumn annual ASEAN leaders’ 
meetings. The EAS has focused on 
economic issues including the non-
binding Cebu Declaration on East 
Asian Energy Security; a proposal for a 
Comprehensive Economic Partnership 
in East Asia (CEPEA); and an East Asia 
Free Trade Area, while more concretely 
establishing an Economic Research 
Institute for ASEAN and East Asia.

Economic integration, however, 
remains a distant goal as reflected 
in declarations about “redoubling” 
efforts and further studies.

Given the alphabet 
soup of regional 
organisations vying 
for space on member 
leaders’ calendars and 
the consequent risk of 
summit fatigue, why the 
EAS? It is seen as a step 
towards an East Asian 
Community that draws 

on the core institutional 
history and the strengths of ASEAN 
and which also includes the largest and 
most dynamic global economies. 

The overlapping Asia Pacific 
Economic Cooperation (APEC) has 
become an unwieldy body of 21 
members, and despite being established 
in 1989 with limited expectations, 
it has managed to underwhelm. In 
charitable moments, it is referred to 
as four nouns in search of a verb, and 
is best known for the silly practice of 
leaders donning the national costumes 
of the host nation. Its geographically 
diverse membership (excluding India) 
is a significant drawback, while the 
EAS has greater coherence as a regional 
forum. Along with India, China and 
Japan see more potential in the EAS.

Reach for the stars
The East Asian Summit can tackle even bigger issues this year 

thanks to the presence of America and Russia
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The EAS hopes to avoid APEC’s 
fate of functional irrelevance. While the 
EAS draws on the existing institutions, 
networks, processes and mechanisms 
that have accompanied ASEAN’s 
gradual expansion, APEC operates in 
a vacuum. Some have described EAS 
as a nascent Organisation of Economic 
Co-operation and Development for 
Asia, but there is a lot of work to be 
done before it can assume that role. 
The good news is that lots of pieces of 
the institutional puzzle are in place and 
operating.

The EAS is a natural progression 
from the ASEAN Plus Three (China, 
Japan and South Korea) process, an 
organic and incremental expansion 
that brings together the key regional 
players. The EAS is influenced by the 
“ASEAN way” with emphasis on 
sustaining a long-term vision through 
consensus, refraining from intervention 
in domestic affairs, while focusing on 
areas of common interest that facilitate 
common perceptions and collective 
action. The emphasis on consensus and 
harmony nurtures fraternity, but also 
carries the risk of rendering the EAS 
irrelevant.

The US is joining the EAS because 
it wants to play a role in strengthening 
and shaping the emerging regional 
architecture. The EAS is consistent 
with the multilateral inclinations of 
the Obama Administration and its 
desire to participate in a meaningful 
way in dealing with regional problems 
and charting the future. Russia’s 

participation signals its growing 
interest in its Far East and its desire to 
tap into the dynamic potential of the 
region.

Last year at the Hanoi EAS, the 
US started shaking up the summit even 
before it joined when Secretary of State 
Hillary Clinton called on the forum 
to embrace an active agenda, citing 
maritime disputes between China and 
other members in the South China Sea. 
She signaled US expectations that the 
EAS deal with consequential issues such 
as these maritime disputes, but also 
climate change, nuclear proliferation, 
a conventional arms race in the region 
and human rights. 

For the US, the EAS only makes 
sense if it can serve as a forum for dealing 
with thorny political, economic and 
strategic issues, putting it on a collision 
course with the “ASEAN way”.

A more prominent US profile in 
regional affairs has long been sought 
by nations who have not been fully 
reassured by China’s repeated insistence 
that its rapid rise is a peaceful one that 
poses no threat to the region. Face-
offs with ASEAN and Japan over the 
Spratly, Paracel and Senkaku Islands 
have raised concerns about China’s 
muscle flexing and what this portends. 

Thus, a more fully engaged US is 
welcome as a counterweight to China, 
except perhaps in Beijing. But nobody 
wants, or gains from, a new Cold 
War, so the EAS represents a good 
opportunity for the US and China 
to enhance their sometimes fraught 



engagement while tackling problems 
that require collective action. 

Optimists suggest that the EAS can 
serve to reconcile divergent interests 
and thrash out differences, but this may 
be more of a burden than summitry 
can shoulder. Time will tell, but the US 
entry can breathe life into the EAS and 
force it to be more relevant on issues 
that matter.

The EAS faces a variety of crises that 
give it a chance to become more robust. 
Recent turmoil in northern Africa and 
the Middle East carries implications 
for Asia where authoritarian 
governments are also facing growing 
public discontent over the same issues 
of political participation, disgruntled 
youth, and inflation stoked by spiking 
commodity and food prices. 

Asian leaders have witnessed the 
power of the internet and the limits of 
repression and co-optation; delivering 
growth no longer ensures stability 
or stifles yearning for the freedoms, 
accountability and transparency that 
development nurtures. Leaders also 
know that growing disparities in Asian 
nations are a source of instability and 
that it is not only the poorest who are 
suffering from rising prices for daily 
necessities. 

The US can usefully help shape 
an EAS agreement on stabilising 
food and commodity prices, one 
that acknowledges the role of global 
monetary easing, speculation and 
environmental factors, while also 
focusing on problems affecting 

procurement, distribution and 
production. 

The EAS recognises that 
environmental problems are an 
underlying cause of conflicts, disasters 
and dislocations that can threaten 
regional peace and prosperity. Water 
is becoming the new oil, a resource 
that is spawning regional conflict and 
that threatens ambitious development 
plans. Desertification of northern 
China is a stark reality that is affecting 
industrialisation and urbanisation 
plans, while competition over access 
to the water of the Mekong River pits 
China against its southern neighbours. 

The EAS can and should weigh 
in on such problems just as it needs 
to tackle more traditional threats to 
security such as competing territorial 
claims.

Indonesia as Chair of ASEAN and 
host of the 2011 EAS has an enormous 
task of overseeing the enlargement of 
the summit, managing expectations 
while also steering the process towards 
grappling with consequential issues. 
As a new member, the US can set a 
good example by making generous 
gestures to resolve lingering problems 
from the war in Indochina. Providing 
humanitarian medical assistance to 
victims of Agent Orange in Vietnam, 
funding research on environmental 
degradation and helping Cambodia 
and Laos to mitigate the still extensive 
problems of unexploded ordinance 
would generate goodwill and inspire 
the EAS to focus on problem-solving. 
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It is tempting to view the events of September 11, 
2001, as having shattered the faith in historical progress 
that had been the secular faith of the West since the 
Enlightenment. Its late 20th-century iterations dominated 
the thinking of American policymakers across the political 
spectrum, and its intellectual underpinnings ranged from 
Francis Fukuyama’s idea of the “End of History”, George 
Soros’ practical reworking of Karl Popper’s idea of the 
“Open Society”, and Michael Ignatieff’s contention that 
between 1945 and 1995, the world had been engaged in  
a “Revolution of Moral Concern”, epitomised by the human 
rights movement. 

After all, as late as early 2000, Western policymakers 
seemed more concerned with arguing about how soon 
democracy could be exported to virtually every important un-
democratic corner of the world, with, of course, the obvious 
exception of China, which was somehow considered not  
to invalidate the thesis but to be some sort of billion- 
person outlier. 

Where ancient atavisms were rekindled or modern evil 
manifested itself, there were always so-called humanitarian 
interventions, which, while they had got off to a rocky start—
only succeeding in Bosnia when it was, in many ways, too late, 
and failing to materialise altogether in Rwanda—had been 

Paradise lost
September 11 shattered America’s vision of a global 
democratic utopia where the battle was all but won

By David Rieff
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viewed as starting to realise their aims in Kosovo and Sierra Leone, which were 
hailed not just as what could be done but what would be done in the future. As 
Tony Blair put it in his 1999 speech to the Chicago Council on Foreign Relations, 
when the (American-led) West had to fight, it would fight in defence of its values 
as well as its interests.

No one imagined that these wars would ever come home, though unless 
one invokes words like hubris and nemesis, which, however resonant, are too 
metaphoric to be of much use as explanatory keys, exactly why this sense of 
invulnerability predominated is unclear. After all, there had been a number of 
serious terrorist attacks in Blair’s United Kingdom, in France, and of course in 
the US, where an attack on the World Trade Centre had already been attempted 
in 1993. 

And yet, what Blair had posited in Chicago was a future in which the wars 
the West would fight would be wars of choice against adversaries the West 
was assumed to be able to easily defeat. Meanwhile, the march of democratic 
capitalism was seen as being the sine qua non of economic success everywhere in 
the world, and thus was believed to be unstoppable. In short, whether one was 
talking about what had come to be known somewhat misleadingly in Europe and 
the US as humanitarian intervention, or of globalisation itself, the world we had 
supposedly entered was one in which we would face no existential threats or, for 
that matter, threats of any really serious kind. 

There is a word for a vision of a world in which we in the West would always 
emerge victorious from the wars we fought, and in which we had already either 
won all the ideological battles, or soon would as the prosperity engendered by 
liberal capitalism laid the groundwork for a democratic order, even in recalcitrant 
China, and that word is utopia—a word that literally means no place or nowhere.

Enter Osama bin Laden, laughing. Whether or not one believes that the 
American belief in progress as the general rule in history came to dust in Lower 
Manhattan on that clear early-September morning, there is no doubt that the 
faith in the specific reigning secular progress narratives—global human rights, 
internationalised legal regimes, and, above all, the idea that liberal democracy 
was the only morally licit political system and that, sooner or later, it would 
penetrate to every corner of the world—took a terrible blow that day. 

Since then, things have only got worse: rightly or wrongly, the Abu Ghraib 
photographs and the other revelations about the systematic use of torture against 
certain jihadist prisoners, as well as the disclosure of the secret rendition program 
discredited not only the Bush administration’s democracy agenda, but the older 
and more well-established tradition of Wilsonian liberal interventionism as well. 

The Obama Administration’s much-criticised initial caution in offering 
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support for the anti-government mass demonstrations in Tehran—after the Iranian 
dictatorship manipulated the presidential elections, and then, as democratic 
uprisings swept the Maghreb and the Arab Middle East—should be understood 
as reflecting President Obama’s and Secretary of State Hillary Clinton’s sense that 
reviving the rhetoric of the democracy agenda needed to be done very cautiously. 
One does not have to disapprove of the administration’s actions (and I do not) 
to nonetheless agree with the conclusion drawn by Leon Wieseltier, a committed 
liberal interventionist, who wrote in The New Republic as Libya burned that 
President Obama worried “about the repetition of an old paradigm”, and, above 
all, did “not want to be Bush”.

Of course, had the overthrow of Saddam Hussein led to a democratic Iraq, 
as historians like Bernard Lewis and Fouad Ajami, as well as exiles like Ahmed 
Chalabi and Kanan Makiya had assured the Bush administration that it would, 
rather than giving rise to Shi’a sectarian rule (the war is over; Iran won), and the 
prospect of the disappearance of Christianity from one of its original heartlands; 
and had Afghanistan not increasingly come to appear like Vietnam redux,  
it is entirely possible that the events of September 11 would have reinforced 
America’s confidence in her own interventionist mission abroad rather than 
bringing it into disrepute. 

Rather than Obama not wanting to be Bush, the democracy agenda would 
be alive and well, and living in the Maghreb. For all the blows it has taken, the 
conviction that America is humanity’s last, best hope is not just something US 
politicians say on the fourth of July. To the contrary, it is a belief—and it is worth 
pausing and reflecting about why “belief”, a religious category, is the word that 
comes to mind—shared by most of the American policy establishment across the 
political spectrum, which still believes precisely what John Quincy Adams (who 
feared this impulse above all else but even in his own time saw its grip tightening 
on the American imagination) had famously warned against—that it is indeed the 
duty of the US to go overseas to “fight monsters”, and to be the vindicator not 
just of its own liberty but of the world’s.

Where Americans on the Left and on the isolationist Right have generally 
seen this impulse as an expression of an imperial Pax Americana, the mainstream 
view at its idealistic best has been, to quote Wieseltier again, that, “assistance 
does not compromise the autonomy of the assisted”. The enduring power of 
this view can be gleaned from the fact that the Arab uprisings have led to calls 
from liberal groups who bitterly opposed the Iraq war and who have criticised 
the Obama Administration for its policies in Afghanistan and Pakistan, first to 
force the Egyptian military to overthrow the Mubarak regime more quickly and 
then for the establishment of military no-fly zones over Libya. This, in fact would 



be an act of war, as Admiral Michael Mullen, the head of the US Joint Chiefs  
of Staff, wearily explained in Congressional testimony on the matter. 

Iraq and “AfPak” may have discredited democracy-building at the point of 
a gun, but the missionary impulse to either foment or at least assist democracy 
wherever in the world it shows signs of flowering continues to resonate in  
the American imagination and to be an important factor in the US foreign  
policy debate.

In this sense, as in a number of others, September 11 changed less than is 
commonly supposed. And when all is said and done, faith in democracy-building 
in particular, and the internationalist project in general, are only coherent if they 
are derived from an underlying faith in progress. It is essential to remember that, 
historically, faith is not one idea among many, or even the first among equals, but 
rather the fundamental assumption on which Western societies have organised 
themselves since the Enlightenment. It is too deeply ingrained for one event, no 
matter how catastrophic, to discredit it. 

Indeed, the view of American liberals in the decade after September 11 
mostly rejected the idea that liberal internationalism, up to and including the  
occasional use of force, had been discredited. Instead, American liberals blamed 
the Bush administration for having perverted a noble idea—a view that many 
Europeans shared. 

A particularly crude but nonetheless highly influential distillation of this view 
can be found in James Traub’s book, The Freedom Agenda: Why America Must 
Spread Democracy (Just Not The Way George Bush Did), published in 2008 at 
the height of the presidential campaign. As an absolutely unreconstructed liberal 
interventionist, it is not surprising that Traub’s other great cause as an activist (he 
has pursued a distinguished journalistic career at the New York Times Magazine) 
has been as a champion of the United Nations so-called “Responsibility to 
Protect” doctrine, which, in important ways, is an attempt to internationalise 
and institutionalise on a global basis the idea of intervention on humanitarian or 
human rights grounds.

When Barack Obama took office, he appointed Susan Rice, Anne-Marie 
Slaughter, Samantha Power, and a number of prominent liberal interventionists 
to high positions in the foreign policy bureaucracy. But these appointments have 
had little practical effect, much to the disappointment of many of president’s 
liberal supporters, who had hoped the new administration would take a much 
more human rights-based internationalist hard line, notably on the question 
of intervention in Darfur—a development that has been no small source of 
amusement for those American conservatives who still fully support the Bush-era 
iteration of the democracy agenda. 
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In their attacks on President Obama for supposedly not believing in the 
doctrine of American exceptionalism, the Right has emphasised the president’s 
reluctance to put the US forward as both the defender and the promoter of liberty 
throughout the world. That attack has back-footed liberals, who, much as they 
disliked George W. Bush, also wish President Obama would shed this reticent, 
and, at least superficially, more realist approach to US foreign policy.

Eleanor Roosevelt once said that “wishful thinking is America’s besetting 
sin”. She was right, but the question is why. Part of the explanation, I think, is the 
conflation of America as a nation and America as an ideal. Before she went into 
government Anne-Marie Slaughter even wrote a book on the subject, called The 
Ideal That Is America: Keeping Faith With Our Values In A Dangerous World. 
Again, this is the language of religion, not secular politics. Slaughter’s argument 
is that, no matter how often it has failed to live up to them, America was founded 
on essential principles of liberty, democracy, equality, justice, tolerance, humility, 
and faith. 

But more significant is her view that it is these principles that bind the 
US together as a nation. If one believes this, and also believes in any form of 
Enlightenment universalism, then intervention is not so much a policy option as 
an existential requirement—the transposition, on a global basis, of the famous 
lines from the “Battle Hymn of the Republic”: “As He died to make men holy/Let 
us die to make men free.” Anything less and you risk tearing the American nation 
apart. In this, the distance between the interventionism of George W. Bush and 
that of mainstream American liberalism is less than either the Left or the Right 
normally asserts—a question of methods, not first principles. It is as if, were it to 
turn its back on the idea of American exceptionalism, there would no America 
left, at least none worthy of the name.

In this sense at least, despite the shock of the September 11 attack, it  
fits neatly into the “Ur-American” narrative of an evil world that it was America’s 
duty and prerogative to redeem. Liberals mocked George W. Bush’s millenarian 
language (particularly in his Second Inaugural Address), or the claim, still 
widely believed in the US, that the Twin Towers had been attacked because 
the terrorists hated America’s “freedom”, rather than as a response to specific 
US policies, above all, its support for the House of Saud, and, secondarily, its  
support of Israel. 

But in reality, Bush’s vision of the world was congruent with the consensus 
view in America of the inseparability of its moral identity from its specific policies. 
It is not only abortion and homosexuality: from Richard Nixon’s “war on cancer” 
to feminist identity politics, and from the debate over tax policy to the one over 
global warming, every important initiative or debate in the US is moralised and 



expressed in the language of Reformation and Counter-Reformation. The attacks 
fit perfectly into that pre-existing template. 

All that changed was the realisation that the 1990s had been a kind of fool’s 
paradise in which Americans had imagined the fight was over. Instead, the fight 
was going to be harder, and it was even possible that America would not prevail, 
at least not totally, as the country had in all its previous wars with the possible 
exception of the War of 1812.

There has been a change in the US between September 11 and the present. 
But, counterintuitive as it may seem, the destruction of the Twin Towers had 
little or nothing to do with it. Americans had a place to put September 11. What 
they were unprepared for was the prospect of the country’s economic decline. 
The housing bubble had masked this reality from most people until the Wall 
Street crash, but once that bubble had burst, the accumulated economic bad 
news about the country’s changed circumstances could no longer be denied  
or glossed over. The country had become a debtor nation; the dollar was now  
a comparatively weak currency; and America’s transportation infrastructure was 
now inferior not only by European but also increasingly by East Asian standards. 
Not just the public but, less forgivably, most of the policy elite had taken the 
economic hegemony of the US for granted, or, at least, had acted as if they did 
when they continued to speak of Washington as the decisive voice on foreign 
policy questions everywhere in the world, and to build a military whose only 
possible rationale could be the assumption that America would continue to play 
this role for the foreseeable future. 

What the crash did was reveal how chimerical these assumptions had been. 
It is this reality, and its corollary, the rise of China and with it, the prospect of at 
least a bi-polar and in all likelihood, multi-polar world, in which the US would 
be a great power but no longer the great power; the “indispensable nation”, as 
Secretary of State Albright put it in the halcyon 1990s.

September 11 was bearable; the, at least, relative decline of the US was not. 
It is in this context, far more than panic and resentment over President Obama’s 
ascension, that the counter-revolution of the Tea Parties, right-wing talk radio, 
and Fox News, needs to be understood. 

If the Tea Partiers say that Americans are “losing” their country, they do not 
mean that they are losing it to Osama bin Laden and the jihadis. Nor, I think,  
is their animus primarily racial, though doubtless there are some who feel that 
way. To posit a counter-factual, were Justice Clarence Thomas to resign his seat 
on the Supreme Court and run for president, the overwhelming majority of the 
Tea Party movement would not give a second thought to the fact that he is black. 
The counter-revolution is first and foremost a panic about an American future 
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that will be inferior to the country’s past. And that fear is economic first and 
cultural secondarily, while the so-called “long war” against the jihadis comes in 
only as a very distant third. The Islamists pose a security threat, but that threat 
leaves the basic structure of American exceptionalism largely untouched. 

But the rise of China, and its increasingly global economic challenge to the 
US, does exactly that. Anne-Marie Slaughter may assert that it has been America’s 
ideals that have bound it as a nation. But increasingly, it seems that economic 
hegemony and military invulnerability were the real glue. Marxism may be dead, 
but it seems we are all materialists after all. 
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Star-spangled anger
It was the day religion and politics collided.  
Ten years on, what has America done to itself?

By Adam Garfinkle

As with the bombing of Pearl Harbour and the 
assassination of President Kennedy, all adult Americans know 
where they were on September 11, 2001. On that Tuesday 
morning I was five blocks from the White House at the 5th-
floor offices of National Affairs in Washington, an office that 
housed both The National Interest and The Public Interest 
magazines. The Washington Monument was in its usual place 
outside my south-west-facing office window as were, of course, 
the streets below. Once it had become clear that an attack was 
in progress, national and local media assumed a slightly manic 
tone. Most private offices reacted by letting their staff go, 
resulting in gridlocked mayhem throughout the city. 

The headless-chicken reaction of the nation’s capital to the 
September 11 attacks disgusted me. Having lived in Israel, it 
had become second nature for me to assume a stoical mien 
in times like these, lest one contribute to an enemy’s designs. 
Just as, Eleanor Roosevelt once observed, no one can make 
a person feel inferior without his or her consent, no one can 
terrorise you unless you co-operate. I was against co-operating, 
so I ordered my staff to stay put, do a day’s work and go home 
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as usual. Of course we would use the phone to assure relatives and friends that we 
were safe and we would monitor the news; if necessary, we would adjust to further 
events. We all stayed until past 5pm, emerging later for the evening commute into 
a virtual ghost town.

In the past decade, I have often thought of those first few hours after the 
attacks, and I have come to realise the basic error that US leaders made was to 
inadvertently co-operate with an enemy too weak to achieve its ends in any other 
way. To me, September 11 did not “change everything”. I thought that, whatever 
our private worries about the future, the public face of American leadership  
should radiate optimism and courage, not anger or fear. 

Of course, we needed to prevent follow-on attacks. That, it seemed clear to 
me, meant urgently removing the Taliban regime in Afghanistan that had sheltered 
and abetted the September 11 plotters. We also eventually needed to take out, in 
one way or another, those who might be planning more attacks, wherever they 
might be. The Bush doctrine version 1.0, rolled out in the immediate wake of 
the attack, which held regimes complicit with terrorism to be equally liable for 
American retribution, was entirely appropriate. Nor did I object to President Bush 
terming the situation a war, for that was necessary to tell people what was at 
stake, to break with the failed policies of the past, and to make available certain  
prudent presidential legal authorities. Still, despite the need to act, I was sure we  
should not take ourselves psychological hostage, as the Carter administration  
had allowed to occur after the US Embassy in Tehran was seized by Iranian fanatics  
in November 1979. We should not allow the attacks to define or monopolize  
US foreign policy as a whole.

Alas, that is precisely what the administration did allow. The only senior US 
leader who seemed to take the approach I thought best was Colin Powell, whose 
influence had been marginalised in the administration. He did not believe that the 
terrorist threat was of an existential nature that required the cashiering of American 
strategic principles, allies or institutions. But other administration principals 
thought differently, quickly accepting a theory-in-waiting, widely ascribed to so-
called neo-conservatives, of why September 11 had happened: a democracy deficit 
in the Arab-Muslim world had forced frustrated citizens into the mosque, where 
they had been easy prey for religious charlatans and demagogues. The answer was 
to open up space for dissent, democratic debate and the social balm supposedly 
provided by market economics. Then these stultified societies could breathe and 
develop normally, and would not produce demonic mass murderers like Osama 
bin Laden. 

Thus did fear boomerang, in the way that human emotions predictably do, 
to encourage a form of hubris fed from the wells of post-Cold War triumph (and 
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triumphalism). The September 11 attacks had the effect of propelling US policy 
to do more at a time when its capacity to influence events had diminished thanks 
to the end of Cold War bipolarity and the diffusion of lethal technologies to weak 
state and non-state actors. It propelled the US to ramp up its metabolism and inflate 
its definition of vital interests rather than calmly discern distinctions among them. 
Unrivalled US power, pre-eminently of the military kind, would end the threat by 
transforming the political cultures of more than two dozen Arab and Muslim-
majority countries into liberal democracies. This solution in turn depended on 
the validity of what was known as democratic peace theory—that democracies do 
not make war on other democracies—and on cherished Tocquevillian views of the 
pacific nature of egalitarian democratic societies.

Contrary to what many claim, this theory of the sources of September 11 
existed within the administration well before the Iraq war began. It existed within 
Bush’s mind, encouraged by, among others, his speechwriter Michael Gerson and 
strategic visitors like Natan Sharansky; but it did not have the force of formal 
policy. The theory emerged into public view when, in February 2003, Bush gave a 
major speech at the American Enterprise Institute in which all the basic themes of 
this view found expression. That constituted the Bush doctrine version 3.0, now 
layered on top of version 2.0, characterised by the pre-emption plank famously 
inserted into the September 2002 National Security Strategy. 

What became known as “the forward strategy for freedom” then found full 
expression from the bully pulpit in November 2003, with the President’s marquee 
speech at the National Endowment for Democracy (NED).  The Strategy was then 
canonised in his Second Inaugural of January 2005, which Thomas Wolfe aptly 
dubbed the globalisation of the Monroe Doctrine. The worse things got in Iraq, and 
the more the WMD rationale for that campaign lost persuasiveness, the higher the 
rhetorical bar of democracy promotion rose—a classic case of cognitive dissonance 
at work in what is colloquially called in American poker-speak “doubling down”. 

The rush to closure over a fearful shock to US security interests, and the 
hubristic response to it, was part of a longstanding pattern in American foreign 
policy history. The Bush administration’s reactions to September 11 were not the 
work of any neo-con cabal. Self-avowed neo-conservatives composed a group 
that was always smaller, more internally diverse and less influential than is often 
supposed. Rather, neo-cons struck chords very familiar to American history 
and political culture, chords that even national interest conservatives like Vice- 
President Cheney and Defence Secretary Rumsfeld could harmonise with. Had 
there been no neo-cons, the pattern would have asserted itself anyway in some 
other ideological dialect.



The pattern of which I speak, conceived by the historian Walter A. McDougall, 
consists of four phases that tend to repeat in cycles. First, there is a shock to the 
system, usually in the form of a surprise attack: the shot fired at Fort Sumter in 
April 1861, the sinking of the Maine in Havana Harbour in 1898, the sinking of the 
Lusitania in 1915, Pearl Harbour in 1941, and September 11 in 2001. In the phase 
directly after the shock, the leader of the day—Lincoln, McKinley, Wilson, FDR, 
George W. Bush—vows to resurrect the status quo ante and punish the evildoers. 
That corresponds to Lincoln’s vow to save the Union, Wilson’s vow to defend 
the right of American free passage on the high seas, and Bush’s vow to find and 
punish the perpetrators of the September 11 attacks so that America’s minimally 
acceptable standard of near perfect security could be restored. 

But third, in the course of mobilising the national effort to achieve the limited 
goals set after the shock, the transcendent God-talk begins and the effort soon 
becomes enmeshed in the sacred narrative of American exceptionalism. This leads 
to a distension of goals and expectations, to geopolitical amnesia, and to what 
cognitive psychologists call a dominant strategy that is impervious to negative 
feedback and logical contradiction. 

And so, in the September 11 decade, we chose a war that thoughtlessly 
destroyed the regional balance against Iranian hegemonism without even stopping 
to ask about the broader implications of a Shi’a government in Baghdad. One 
does not, apparently, descend to the smarminess of geopolitical analysis when 
one is doing the Lord’s work. So, too, did we turn what could and should have 
remained a punitive military operation in Afghanistan into a quixotic, distracted, 
underfunded nation- and state-building campaign. And so, too, did we conflate all 
our adversaries into one monolithic demon—typical of eschatological thinking. 
The administration conflated secular, Ba’athi Iraq with the apocalyptical Muslim 
fanatics of al-Qaeda, and so went to war against a country uninvolved in 9/11 
whose threat to America was not, as is commonly claimed, zero, but which hardly 
justified, or excused, the haste and threadbare planning with which the war was 
launched and conducted. 

Then, in the fourth phase, overreach leads to setbacks (the Korean War, for 
example, and the Iraq insurgency) and regrets (like the Vietnam War), ultimately 
resulting in at least temporary retrenchment … until the cycle starts all over again. 
This four-phase model fits the September 11 decade to a tee. The attack itself is 
of course phase 1; the Bush doctrine version 1.0 represents phase 2; the Second 
Inaugural signals the full efflorescence of phase 3; and the election of Barack 
Obama marks the consolidation of phase 4. 

It matters in all this, however, whether the ideological vehicle that propels phase 3 
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forward even remotely reflects or aligns with reality. When it does, as it did during 
and after World War II, no one pays attention since things tend then to turn out 
well. In the case of the September 11 decade, unfortunately, it did not. There have 
been basically two problems with it. First, the “forward strategy” for freedom’s 
ascription of causality for Islamist terrorism is mistaken. Second, even if it were 
not mistaken, the timetables in which democracy promotion was seen as a solution 
for mass-casualty terrorism do not even begin to match. The reason is that despite 
President Bush’s assertion that democracy promotion is “the work of generations” 
and that democracy is about more than elections, that is not the basis upon which 
the administration actually behaved. It rushed into premature elections in Iraq, 
Lebanon and the Palestinian territories, with troublesome and still open-ended 
consequences for Iraq and disastrous ones for Lebanon and Gaza. 

After September 11, as Americans searched for analogies that might help 
them understand the motivations for the attacks, most found themselves with very  
shallow reservoirs of historical analogies. Indeed, Americans tended almost  
exclusively to choose Cold War metaphors to explain September 11. Liberal  
idealists took their characteristic meliorist approach: It was poverty and injustice 
that motivated the attacks, and American policies that determined the target. There 
were dozens of calls for a “Marshall Plan for the Middle East”, and hundreds of 
pleas to concentrate more than ever on solving the Arab-Israeli conflict, as if that 
were somehow a magic bullet that could fix all problems. Conservative idealists, 
as already noted, took the democracy-promotion approach, arguing that the 
motivation was not economic but political. 

Both were wrong; Islamist radicalism, in truth, is a form of chiliastic violence 
that has taken many forms in many cultures over the past two millennia, from 
the Jewish zealots of the First Century of the Common Era, to the 16th-century 
Peasants’ Revolt in Germany, to the 19th-century “ghost dances” of American 
Indians. But the obvious weaknesses of the meliorist approach encouraged 
conservative idealists in their conviction that their own view, therefore, must be 
right. (Manichean-minded Americans have real problems when any potential set of 
choices exceeds two.)

The administration’s rhetoric went even further, however, suggesting that US 
policy was largely responsible for the debased condition of Arab political cultures. 
When Bush famously said in November 2003: “Sixty years of Western nations 
excusing and accommodating the lack of freedom in the Middle East did nothing  
to make us safe, because in the long run, stability cannot be purchased at the 
expense of liberty”, he argued in essence that it was US policy, not the long 
incubated political culture of the region, that accounted for Arab autocracy. The 
Bush White House, in essence, adopted the wrongheaded left-wing side of an old 



debate over “friendly tyrants” as lesser evils and what to do with and about them, 
a very strange position for an avowedly conservative administration to take. The 
President also seemed to be saying, in a locution repeated by Secretary of State 
Condoleezza Rice in Cairo in June 2005 and many times thereafter, that US Cold 
War policy in the region was unsuccessful on its own terms, that it did not provide 
safety and stability. 

These claims are nonsensical by any realistic measure. US Cold War policy 
in the Middle East achieved exactly what it set out to achieve within the broad 
framework of containment: It kept the Soviets out, the oil flowing to the benefit of 
the liberal economic order over which the US stood guard, and the region’s only 
democracy, Israel, safe. The record was not perfect, of course, and we certainly 
should have rethought old habits sooner than we did after the Berlin Wall fell; but 
it was good enough, as we say, for government work. Certainly, too, it was never 
in the power of the US government to bring about democracy in the Arab world 
during the Cold War. Yet the Bush administration’s solution for the problem whose 
origins it misread was just that for the post-Cold War era: deep-rooted reform 
of the Middle East’s sordid collection of autocracies and tyrannies (the major 
differences between the two were summarily overlooked) and, absent reform from 
within, the policy strongly implied that pro-democracy regime change would be 
imposed from without.

The result was almost breathtakingly counterproductive. The more the 
“forward strategy” bore down on the Middle East, with guns in Iraq and with 
projects and programs galore practically everywhere else they could gain access, the 
more effectively local nativists used Western energies jujitsu-like to gain leverage 
over their domestic adversaries. Rapid economic growth and rapid democratisation, 
even had they been possible, would not have stabilised Arab societies and made 
them less likely to spark off political violence against the West; it would have made 
such violence more likely. We are fortunate, therefore, that the strategy did not 
“succeed” for any longer than it did. 

When the Bush administration campaigned to spread democracy to the Arabs, 
it never occurred to most of its principals that what they saw as a secular endeavour 
would be interpreted in the Muslim world through a religious prism, and used 
accordingly in intra-Islamic civilisational disputes. When Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, 
the late leader of al-Qaeda in Iraq, tried to persuade Iraqis not to vote because 
“democracy” was a front, in essence, for Christian evangelism, a slippery slope 
leading down to apostasy, he spoke a language that resonated in the ears of a great 
many (though happily not a majority of) Iraqis and other Muslim Arabs. 

As it happens, the locals were essentially correct. Americans were speaking a 
creedal tongue that we thought entirely separate from “religion”, a word that does  

34 | 35 American Review



Adam Garfinkle
Star-spangled anger

not exist as such in Arabic. After all, we “separate church from state”. In truth, 
American political culture is not as secular as most think: The contemporary 
American idea of democracy, seen as the pre-eminent symbol of social egalitarianism 
(something very different from the Founders’ view) is an attenuated expression of 
aspects of Anglo-American Protestant Christian tradition. Our longing to spread  
it to the Muslims is the 21st-century version of what was, in the 19th century, a much 
more honest and self-aware missionary movement. We might fool ourselves by 
pretending that our deepest beliefs can be neatly compartmentalised into what is 
“political” and what is “religious”, but Middle Easterners, who possess no such 
compartments by dint of a history sans Renaissance or Reformation, know better. 
Not that theology and ideology are identical, but as creedal systems they are bound  
to be seen as dramatically less distinct by cultures in which political theology, to 
use Mark Lilla’s apt terminology, has never been vanquished or, in most countries, 
even seriously challenged. 

Looking at US behaviour in the September 11 decade as a manifestation of a 
secularised political theology explains far more than the standard parsing of the 
usual-suspects schools of thought: conservative and liberal realists and idealists, 
Jacksonians and Hamiltonians and all that. Consider for example that when, only 
days after September 11, Susan Sontag and other members of the professional 
adversary culture in the United States dared to suggest—in The New Yorker in 
Sontag’s case—that the perpetrators of September 11 were not cowards and that 
Americans were not innocent victims of terrorism, but rather were suffering just 
revenge for selfish and abrasive American foreign policies, they were treated exactly 
as heretics were in the so-called age of religion. They were not engaged or debated 
but shunned or excoriated. Had it still been in style, they would probably have 
been burned as witches. 

The American penchant for seeing the world, especially the world of foreign and 
national security policy, in transcendental terms, is not an historical constant. It 
tends to rise in phase 3 of the cycle, when the God-talk emerges out of post-shock 
mobilisation. But there is a concurrent trend of more recent vintage that may have 
made things more acute during the September 11 decade. 

Over the past half century, America has become increasingly deculturated. As 
Robert Putnam put it in his Bowling Alone argument, we have suffered a deep 
erosion of social capital. The face-to-face glue which enables social interactions 
to generate and sustain a common understanding about what is and isn’t virtuous 
behaviour—the very heart of what ultimately makes a society prosperous and 
happy—has been in ever shorter supply. 

The implications of de-acculturation for American politics are are manifest. 
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The decline of social trust abets both the polarisation of politics and popular 
cynicism toward government. It produces a political system in which the chain 
of connective institutions that link family to neighbourhood to larger community 
to town or region and ultimately to the national level gets broken, rendering 
the state both alien and intrusive at the same time as it tries to compensate for a 
social fabric now rent and tattered. Political parties, particularly those that tend 
to represent class or ideological structures, flow into the spaces once occupied by 
a diverse array of social interaction. They become in-group/out-group oriented as 
well-known psychological dynamics spread the distance between them, leading to 
an exaggerated perception of how much they actually differ in practical terms. 
The result is that compromise and horse-trading become more difficult, and the 
insertion of “culture war” issues into this environment has served only to harden 
the edges of the us-versus-them distinctions that define it. Identity groups disguised 
as political parties do not play well together.

The implications of all this for foreign policy are obvious. Presidential judgments 
necessarily become politicised, and opponents invariably try to criminalise them. 
Every decision becomes part of the catechism to the loyal, an act of moral enormity 
to the opposition. That is why the acrid debates over Guantanamo and Abu 
Ghraib, waterboarding and warrantless wiretaps, the Patriot Act and the reach of 
wartime executive authority, took on the tones they did. These arguments did not 
remind one of the civilities of the common law tradition; they sounded more like 
transcripts from the Spanish Inquisition. 

The great sociologist E. Digby Baltzell, the man who coined the term WASP 
back in the 1950s, once said to me that the greatest tragedy of 20th-century 
America is that the formidable energies of religion had migrated into politics, to 
the detriment of both. No wiser comment has ever been made about the trajectory 
of American politics this past half century, and here lies, I think, the key insight 
for those trying to comprehend the American September 11 decade at its very core. 
The decade has not been about what others have done to America; it has been 
about what Americans have done to themselves. 
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Stronger, softer, 
smarter
It takes a sophisticated understanding of how to wield  
power to capture the hearts and minds of other nations 

By Joseph S. Nye, Jr

Foreign policy issues were notably absent in the 
2000 American election campaign, but they came roaring 
back within a year. The crisis of September 11, 2001 shocked 
the country and produced an opportunity for George W. 
Bush to express a bold new vision of foreign policy. Effective 
visions combine feasibility with inspiration. Among past 
presidents, Franklin Roosevelt was good at this; Woodrow 
Wilson was not. Bush’s temperament put him in the Wilsonian 
camp. He saw himself as a transformational leader, and the 
Iraq war was a key part of his response to September 11. But 
by failing to understand the cultural and power context, his 
responses weakened rather than strengthened the American 
position in the world. Polls showed a precipitous decline in 
the attractiveness of the US in Europe, Latin America, and 
particularly the Muslim world. 

In foreign policy, contextual intelligence is the intuitive 
diagnostic skill that helps leaders align tactics with objectives 
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to create smart strategies in varying situations. Of recent presidents, Ronald 
Reagan and George H.W. Bush had impressive contextual intelligence. The 
younger Bush did not, but he was not alone in this failing. 

In the discussion below, I will first describe how poorly Americans have 
understood the context of their power, then survey American hard and soft 
power, outline the framework of smart power, and conclude with projections for 
the future of American power. 

Academics, pundits, and advisors have often been mistaken about America’s 
position in the world. For example, a little more than two decades ago, the 
conventional wisdom was that the US was in decline, suffering from “imperial 
overstretch”. A decade later, with the end of the Cold War, the new conventional 
wisdom was that the world was a unipolar American hegemony. Some neo-
conservative pundits drew the conclusion that the US was so powerful that it 
could decide what it thought was right, and others would have no choice but to 
follow. Charles Krauthammer celebrated this view as “the new unilateralism” 
and it heavily influenced the Bush administration even before the shock of the 
attacks on September 11 produced a new “Bush doctrine” of preventive war and 
coercive democratisation. 

This new unilateralism was based on a profound misunderstanding of the 
nature of power in world politics. Power is the ability to affect others to get 
the outcomes one wants. Whether the possession of resources will produce such 
outcomes depends on the context. In the past, it was assumed that military power 
dominated most issues, but in today’s world, the contexts of power differ greatly 
on military, economic and transnational issues. 

Contextual intelligence starts with an understanding of the strength and 
limits of American power. On September 11, the US was the only superpower, 
but preponderance is not empire or hegemony. America could influence but not 
control other parts of the world. Power distribution at the beginning of the 21st 
century is like a three-dimensional chess game. The top board of military power 
is unipolar; but on the middle board of economic relations (where Europe can act 
as an entity with an economy larger than that of the US), the world is multipolar. 
On the bottom board of transnational relations (such as climate change, illegal 
drugs, pandemics, cyber crime and terrorism) power is chaotically distributed. 
Military power is a small part of the solution in responding to these new threats. 
They require co-operation among governments and international institutions. 

The Bush administration drew analogies between the “war on terrorism” 
and the Cold War. The president was correct in predicting a long struggle. Most 
outbreaks of transnational terrorism in the past century took a generation to 
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burn out. But another aspect of the analogy was neglected. Despite numerous 
errors, Cold War strategy involved a smart combination of hard coercive power 
and the soft attractive power of ideas. When the Berlin Wall finally collapsed, 
it was not destroyed by an artillery barrage, but by hammers and bulldozers 
wielded by those who had lost faith in communism. 

There was very little likelihood that the US could ever attract people like 
Osama bin Laden, but there is enormous diversity of opinion in the Muslim 
world. Witness Iran whose ruling mullahs see American culture as the Great 
Satan, but where many in the younger generation want American videos to play 
in the privacy of their homes. Many Muslims disagree with American values 
as well as policies, but that does not make mean they agree with bin Laden. 
In Secretary of Defence Donald Rumsfeld’s calculus, the US cannot win if the 
number of people the extremists are recruiting is larger than the number we are 
killing and deterring, or convincing to choose moderation over extremism. To 
achieve this—to thwart our enemies, but also to reduce their numbers through 
deterrence, persuasion and attraction—required a better-balanced strategy. 

In the information age, success is not merely the result of whose army wins, 
but also whose story wins. The struggle against extremist jihadi terrorism is not 
a clash of civilisations, but a civil war within Islam. We cannot win unless the 
Muslim mainstream wins. While we need hard power to battle the extremists, we 
need the soft power of attraction to win the hearts and minds of the majority. In 
this regard, presidential rhetoric about promoting democracy was less convincing 
than pictures of Abu Ghraib. 

The Obama Administration came into office in 2009 committed to “smart 
power”—the combination of hard and soft power—or what Secretary of State 
Hillary Clinton called “using all the tools in our tool box”. Soft power is the 
ability to obtain preferred outcomes through attraction rather than coercion or 
payments. I first developed the concept 20 years ago when I was trying to explain 
why I disagreed with the then widely accepted view that the US was in decline. 
After I estimated American economic and military resources, I realised that 
something was still missing: the ability to get the outcomes we wanted through 
attraction rather than coercion or payments. 

During the Bush years, public opinion polls showed a serious decline in 
American soft power in Europe, Latin America, and most dramatically, across the 
entire Muslim world. Among the resources that produce soft power for a country 
are its culture (where it is attractive to others); its values, (where they are attractive 
and not undercut by inconsistent practices); and its policies (where they are seen 
as inclusive and legitimate in the eyes of others). When poll respondents were 



asked why they reported a decline in American soft power, they cited American 
policies more than American culture or values. Ironically, what the polls reported 
was just the opposite of Bush’s claim that September 11 was a result of rejection 
of American values when in fact it was American policies that were at fault. 

Reacting against the Bush strategy, the Obama Administration used 
declaratory policy and other adjustments to try to restore American soft power. 
But it also inherited a global financial crisis which originated in the US and 
contributed to a loss of both American hard and soft power. 

As the US economy floundered and China continued to grow in the Great 
Recession of 2008-09, Chinese authors launched a flood of declinist commentary 
about the US, and they were not alone. In a 2009 Pew Research Centre poll, 
majorities or pluralities in 13 of 25 countries believed that China would replace 
the US as the world’s leading superpower. Even the US government’s National 
Intelligence Council projected that American dominance would be “much 
diminished” by 2025, and the one key area of continued American superiority—
military power—would be less significant in the increasingly competitive world 
of the future. Russian President Dmitri Medvedev called the 2008 financial crisis 
a sign that America’s global leadership was coming to an end.

How would we know if they are correct or not? To answer the question, 
we need to understand better what we mean when we speak of power, and how 
it is changing under the conditions of a burgeoning revolution in information 
technology and globalisation. We also need to avoid certain pitfalls.

First, one must beware of misleading metaphors of organic decline. Nations 
are not like humans with predictable life spans. Rome remained dominant for 
more than three centuries after the apogee of Roman power. Even then, Rome 
did not succumb to the rise of another state, but died a death of a thousand cuts 
inflicted by various barbarian tribes. Indeed, for all the fashionable predictions of 
China, India or Brazil surpassing the US in the next decades, the greater threats 
may come from modern barbarians and non-state actors. The classical transition 
of power among great states may be less of a problem than the rise of non-state 
actors. In an information-based world of cyber insecurity, power diffusion may 
be a greater threat than power transition.

States will remain the dominant actors on the world stage, but they will find 
the stage far more crowded and difficult to control. A much larger part of the 
population both within and among countries has access to the power that comes 
from information. Governments have always worried about the flow and control 
of information, and the current period is not the first to be strongly affected by 
dramatic changes in information technology. Revolutions are not new, nor is 
transnational contagion, or non-state actors. What is new—and what we see 
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manifested in the Middle East today—is the speed of communication and the 
technological empowerment of a wider range of actors. This creates a much more 
complex setting for the exercise of American power in the 21st century. After all, 
non-state actors killed more Americans on September 11 than the government of 
Japan did with its attack on Pearl Harbour in 1941. 

At an even more basic level, what will it mean to wield power in the global 
information age of the 21st century? What resources will produce power? In the 
16th century, control of colonies and gold bullion gave Spain the edge; 17th-
century Netherlands profited from trade and finance; 18th-century France gained 
from its larger population and armies; while 19th-century British power rested on 
its primacy in the Industrial Revolution and its navy. 

Today, it is far from clear how we measure a balance of power in an 
information age. Many current projections of a shift in the global balance of 
power are based primarily on one factor—projections of growth in the gross 
national product of different countries. They ignore military and soft power, not 
to mention the difficulties of combining the different dimensions into successful 
strategies. 

Take, for example, the recent events in the Middle East. The military retains 
important hard power, but alignment with the military alone can produce illusory 
short-term stability. If one seeks longer-term stability, a smart strategy also needs 
to have a soft-power narrative that attracts the information-empowered members 
of civil society in Tahrir Square. 

Any net assessment of American power in the coming decades encounters a 
number of difficulties. Many earlier efforts have been wide of the mark, such as 
American estimates of Soviet power in the 1970s and of Japanese power in the 
1980s. Today, some confidently predict the 21st century will see China replacing 
the US as the world’s leading state, while others equally confidently argue that the 
US is only at the beginning of its power. But unforeseen events often confound 
such projections. There are a range of possible futures. 

On American power relative to China, much will depend on the uncertainties of 
political change in China. Barring such uncertainties, China’s size and high rate 
of economic growth will almost certainly increase its relative strength vis-a-vis 
the US. This will bring it closer to the US in power resources, but not necessarily 
mean that it will surpass the US as the most powerful country. 

Even if China suffers no major domestic political setback, many current 
projections based on GDP growth alone are too one-dimensional and ignore US 
military and soft-power advantages, as well as China’s geopolitical disadvantages 
in the Asian balance of power, compared with America’s likely favourable 
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relations with Europe, Japan, India and others. 
My own estimate is that among the range of possible futures, the more likely 

are ones in which China gives the US a run for its money, but does not surpass  
it in overall power in the first half of this century. As Lee Kwan Yew once told me, 
China has the advantage of a talent pool of 1.3 billion people to draw upon, but 
the US can draw upon a talent pool of 7 billion and re-combine them in a diverse 
culture that is not limited by the ethnic Han nationalism. 

If it remains open, America’s culture of openness and innovation will keep  
it central in a world where networks supplement, if not fully replace, hierarchical 
power. The US is more likely to benefit from such networks and alliances. 

On the question of absolute rather than relative American decline, the US 
faces serious problems in areas such as debt, secondary education, and political 
gridlock, but one should note that these are only part of the picture. It is important 
to look beyond current conventional wisdom. But while it is useful to question 
the short-term conventional wisdom of gloom and doom, it is equally important 
not to let preferences determine analysis. Among the negative futures are ones in 
which the US overreacts to terrorist attacks by closing inwards, thus cutting itself 
off from the strength it obtains from openness. 

But barring such mistakes, in principle, and over a longer term, there are 
solutions to the major American problems that preoccupy us today such as 
long term debt (for example, consumption taxes that pay for entitlements); and 
political gridlock (for example, changes in redistricting procedures to reduce 
gerrymandering, changes in Senate rules, and so forth.) Of course, such solutions 
may forever remain out of reach. But it is worth distinguishing situations where 
there are no solutions from those which could in principle be solved. 

Describing power transition in the 21st century as an issue of American 
decline is inaccurate and misleading. Such analysis can lead to dangerous policy 
implications if it encourages China to engage in adventurous policies or the US 
to overreact out of fear. 

America is not in absolute decline, and it is likely to remain more powerful 
than any single state in the coming decades. At the same time, it will certainly  
be faced with a rise in the power resources of many others—both states; and non-
state actors. It will also face an increasing number of issues in which solutions 
will require power with others as much as power over others. 

American capacity to maintain alliances and create networks will be  
an important dimension of its hard and soft power, but a successful smart-
power strategy will require better contextual intelligence in understanding the  
various dimensions of power than the US demonstrated in the first decade after 
September 11. 
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Well-meaning warrior
George W. Bush never shied away from hard decisions  

in his battle to keep America safe

Decision Points 
By George W. Bush
Crown, New York, 2010 

Reviewed by  
Alexander Downer

It was September 2007 at Kirribilli 
House. My wife and I were enjoying 
pre-dinner drinks with John Howard 
and George W. Bush, his wife, Laura 
and Condi Rice. Suddenly, to my 
alarm, my wife Nicky turned to the 
President and said, “Tell me, Mr 
President, what’s it like being the most 
unpopular person in the world?” Mind 
you, it was a fair question, but who 
would have the guts to ask that of the 
President of the United States? Bush 
took it in his stride. He smiled and said 
the criticism was all about politics. He 
had to do what was right. And so the 
conversation progressed.

My wife later said she found  
George Bush disarmingly charming 
and “rather attractive”. For his part, 
President Bush took me aside at a 

breakfast the next morning to say, 
“Alexander, that wife of yours is a real 
pistol.” When I saw Bush off the next 
evening on behalf of the Australian 
government, I did so with mixed 
feelings. I was sorry to say farewell 
to a man who had been a great friend  
to Australia, but at least my marriage 
was safe. 

In a way, this anecdote sums up 
George W. Bush whose autobiography, 
appropriately called Decision Points, 
is frank, literate and readable. It is 
laced with self-deprecating anecdotes, 
earnest justification of major domestic 
and international decisions, conviction 
and some frank admissions of error. 
This is a book by a good man who 
made mistakes. 

But what is more, this is an 
important book to read if you want to 
develop a fuller view than you get from 
tendentious media analysis. 

First and foremost, there is George 
W. Bush the person. Most readers will 
already be aware of his transition from 
naughty boy through religion and into 

46 | 47  American Review



adult responsibility. The stories about 
drunken escapades and binge drinking 
are all there. Bush makes no attempt 
to hide them. He tells the anecdotes 
about his boyish pranks enhanced by 
alcohol with relish. It is clear he wants 
to draw a stark contrast between his 
early, flawed years and his latter years 
of dedication, faith and responsibility.

Bush’s charm and his faith are 
strong themes. When I first met the 
then Governor Bush in Austin, Texas 
in 1998, I, like my wife nine years 
later, found his charm quite infectious. 
I had half an hour set aside with him 
and after an hour, I had to terminate 
the meeting because I risked missing 
my flight to Washington. He was 
gracious, amusing, rather politically 
incorrect, but utterly decent. What is 
more, his views on public policy issues 
were largely compatible with my own 
and those of our then prime minister, 
John Howard. He was passionate 
about free trade, competitive markets 
and enterprise and he was a stalwart 
believer in America’s alliances.

Governor Bush also made it 
clear he was a man of deep faith. In 
Australia, only prelates, priests and the 
sickeningly sanctimonious wear their 
religion on their sleeves. In America, 
however, it’s common; in person as in 
his autobiography, George W. Bush 
doesn’t hide his belief in God. In 
Decision Points, he frequently refers 
to his passion for prayer; he prayed for 
wisdom at times of major decisions, 
he prayed for his soldiers in war and 

for the grieving families of the victims 
of September 11 and the wars in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. He wasn’t always 
religious; it was something which came 
to him partly through Billy Graham 
in mid-life. And he isn’t someone who 
forces his theological beliefs down 
your throat. But for George Bush, his 
conversion to faith is a defining issue. 

The Bush presidency was to be 
dominated by the so-called war on 
terror following the horrific events 
of September 11. This was entirely 
understandable. As a presidential 
candidate in 2000, Bush argued that 
America shouldn’t be in the game of 
nation building. This all changed after 
the terrorist attacks on the World Trade 
Centre and the Pentagon. The Bush 
administration tried to rebuild two 
nations from the bottom up and tried 
to help pave the way to democracy 
where tyrants ruled. He hadn’t planned 
to do these things.

It is understandable that President 
Bush re-cast himself as a political leader 
after September 11. He saw himself 
as a war president with a mission to 
destroy Islamic extremism. That was 
a good objective, but by framing the 
struggle against al-Qaeda as a war 
commensurate with Roosevelt’s war 
against Hitler and Tojo, President Bush 
somehow misjudged global sentiment. 

Certainly al-Qaeda and its 
affiliates wanted to kill innocent 
people—especially Westerners—and 
their networks had to be destroyed. 
And more than that, President Bush 



had the responsibility to protect 
the American people from further 
terrorist attacks, and he did. It was 
a fine achievement and he proclaims 
it as his greatest achievement. 
Protecting Americans (and their allies) 
required some very tough decisions. 
Allowing for enhanced interrogation 
techniques—including waterboarding 
by the CIA, opening the Guantanamo 
Bay detention centre and allowing 
telecommunications interceptions—
were controversial decisions. But  
they worked.

Imagine Bush’s choices: if he had 
refused advice to take ruthless action 
against terrorist suspects, and the 
terrorists had then struck and killed 
Americans, Bush would have been 
vilified. Yet by taking tough, war-time 
measures, he was savagely attacked 
for trashing people’s freedoms. 
Congressmen and Senators were all  
too ready to give the President these 
powers straight after September 11, 
but when people stopped dying and 
the public’s attention moved to other 
issues, many became opportunistic 
advocates of civil liberties.

In general, I think Bush made 
the right choices. After all, President 
Obama promised to close Guantanamo 
Bay within one year of coming to office 
but it’s still open for business more 
than two years later.

Bush’s response to September 11 
was right and that included ousting the 
Taliban from power in Afghanistan. 
But often his rhetoric was wrong. For 

example, it was a stretch to compare 
his situation to Lincoln’s during the 
Civil War, and Roosevelt’s during the 
dark days of World War Two, and 
Harry Truman’s at the end of the war 
and during the Korean War. Al-Qaeda 
is never going to destroy America or 
take over the Islamic world, let alone 
the whole world.

This book is a fascinating insight 
into how Bush and his team saw 
the war in Iraq. Read it. If you were 
against the invasion of Iraq, then you 
should at the very least do yourself a 
favour by familiarising yourself with 
the arguments of those who wanted 
to rid the world of Saddam Hussein’s 
regime. The post-invasion chaos in 
Iraq is described and the allegations 
of lack of planning repudiated and 
rightly so. The Americans did have 
plans for the period after the collapse 
of the regime in Iraq. The trouble  
was, they weren’t very good plans.

What we don’t know but can  
only guess is what would have 
happened if Saddam had managed 
to talk Bush and his allies out of the 
invasion. No one can be sure of course, 
but for certain Saddam would have 
been no friend of America’s in the 
battle against terrorists. In truth, there 
was no good option; there was only a 
least bad option. 

On balance, I think Bush’s foreign 
policy will be kindly judged by history. 
He must be watching with a smile as the 
people of the Middle East take to the 
streets to overthrow corrupt tyrants. 
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That was essentially the message of 
his “freedom agenda”, enunciated so 
eloquently in his Second Inaugural 
Address. 

The book ends with the global 
financial crisis, for which Bush 
wasn’t solely responsible. Many of 
the structures which led to the sub-
prime crisis were put in place before 
his time, but after more than seven 
years in office it is incredible no one 
in the Bush administration or the 
Federal Reserve saw it coming. Bush 
admits that in his book. They should 
have; it was inexcusable. Of course, 
the President himself wouldn’t have, 
but with all those brilliant Treasury 
officials, no one saw it coming?  
That is the greatest weakness of  
the Bush presidency.

Overall, Decision Points is 
essential reading if you wish to judge 
the Bush legacy. At a lunch with 
President Bush in Hanoi a few years 
ago we started talking about Harry 
Truman. I said I thought he was 
arguably the greatest president of  
the 20th century. Bush didn’t disagree. 
He said, “Remember, Truman ended 
his presidency with ratings of 22  
per cent”. 

“That won’t happen to you, 
Mr President,” I said cheerfully. I 
was wrong. George W. Bush was no 
Harry Truman, but he was a much 
better president than the liberal media 
establishment and the Democrats 
claim. This book is subjective, but it 
explains why. 

Murder by 
inflation
Corrupting a country’s 
currency is the first step to 
destroying it

When Money Dies 
By Adam Fergusson
Public Affairs, 2010 

Reviewed by Mary Kissel

In December 1918, Anna Eisenmenger 
took her War Bonds to a bank in Vienna, 
intending to cash them in. Making her 
way through a frenzied crowd, she 
found her banker, who delivered a rude 
surprise: had she bought Swiss francs 
instead, “you would not now have 
lost three-fourths of your fortune,” he 
told her. “Lost!” Anna exclaimed, “but 
mine are government securities: Surely 
there can’t be anything safer than that?” 
“My dear lady,” the banker replied, 
“where is the State which guaranteed 
these securities to you? It is dead.” 

The idea that money can “die” 
may seem odd to a modern eye. It’s a 
rare achievement of central bankers 
and their political masters that they 
haven’t debauched many currencies to 
total collapse. But that doesn’t mean 
that the monetary mismanagement 



and runaway inflation that ate away at 
Frau Eisenmenger’s wealth can’t erupt 
again, although (one hopes) not on 
such a radical scale. If there’s one lesson 
of this book, it’s that “if you wish to 
destroy a nation you must first corrupt 
its currency”.

It is happening today, to a degree. 
The Federal Reserve is pumping out 
so many dollars that the currency buys 
only about 1400th of an ounce of gold 
and has plummeted in value against 
other money—the Australian dollar 
last year hit parity for the first time 
since 1982. Inflation is on the rise from 
Beijing to Rio. The prices of oil, food 
and other commodities are moving 
sharply upwards. And the only person 
who doesn’t seem to notice is the one 
man who could do something about 
it—Fed Chairman Ben Bernanke. 

In February, he told emerging 
market bankers that inflation is their 
problem, not his—never mind that 
the vast majority of the world’s trade 
is transacted in greenbacks. His view 
recalls that of President Nixon’s 
Treasury Secretary, John Connally, who 
told the Europeans in the 1970s that 
the dollar “is our currency, but your 
problem”.

Little wonder then that an old 
book about another central banker is 
getting a new look from businesspeople 
the world over. Fergusson’s 1975 
classic, When Money Dies, chronicles 
Weimar Germany’s struggle to manage 
its currency, the mark, in the aftermath 
of World War I. The former British 

journalist’s account is an engrossing 
and disturbing read, not just because 
his case study is chronicled with such 
care, but because he puts the episode 
into a broader frame that’s still 
applicable today: “The question to be 
asked—the danger to be recognized—is 
how inflation, however caused, affects 
a nation: its government, its people, 
its officials, and its society,” he writes. 
“The more materialist that society, 
possibly, the more cruelly it hurts.”

The story starts long before the 
war. As far back as August 1914, the 
government suspended Reichsbank 
notes’ redemption into gold. Loan 
banks were set up to finance World War 
I and the Reichsbank was allowed to 
cover its shortfalls by issuing short-term 
bills. Thus the government “willfully” 
financed the fighting “not by taxation, 
but by borrowing”. The question, said 
Mr Fergusson, a conservative who was 
writing for a 1970s British audience 
also faced with rising prices, was only 
“when the bill would be presented, and 
who would pay it”.

 Average citizens weren’t sure 
whether the rising prices came from the 
printing presses or war shortages. Some 
believed other currencies were just 
“unfairly rising” (an echo of today’s 
American debate about the appreciating 
Chinese yuan). Economic information 
was scarce; stock exchanges were closed 
for the war’s duration and foreign-
exchange rates weren’t published. 
Then the Armistice came and France, 
looking for its pound of flesh, pushed 
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for harsh reparations. The Reichsbank 
kept printing money. The mark went 
from 20 to the pound sterling, to 43 in 
December 1918, to 60 in June 1919, 
and 185 that December—a 20 per cent 
annual depreciation on average over the 
war years.

And yet Germany’s hapless central 
banker, Rudolf Havenstein ploughed 
on, pumping out marks from 1921 to 
1923. The press cheered him “without 
dissent”. Industrialists and investors, 
too, loved the policy, which artificially 
depressed the price of German exports. 
Currency and stock speculation soared. 
The politicians worried more about 
unemployment than the rising prices, 
and a cheap mark seemed to keep 

industry afloat—by inflating away their 
debt at the expense of shareholders. 
Hugo Stinnes, the richest industrialist 
of the day went so far as to justify the 
policy as “the only course open to a 
benevolent government”.

But although it seemed to prop 
up the economy at the beginning, it 
ultimately wasn’t a virtuous cycle. The 
government, unable to pay its debts, 
raised taxes. Business found ways 
to evade them and stockpile foreign 
exchange through creative accounting. 
Foreigners poured into the country, 
buying up property on the cheap 
and stoking a protectionist backlash. 
German exports slipped down the value 
chain. The government launched raids 
to mop up foreign currency. Politicians 
like the prime minister of Bavaria 
resorted to populist jibes, floating 
a bill to make “gluttony” a capital 
offence. Riots erupted in the Ruhr and 
elsewhere, as wage rises failed to keep 
pace with the rising costs.

Most importantly, the average 
person’s standard of living was 
devastated. Farmers hoarded their  
crops, unwilling to take depreciating 
currency as payment. Barter became the 
medium of exchange. Mothers trawled 
rubbish bins in richer neighbourhoods  
to find food for their children. 
Professional men swept streets. Those 
who relied on their savings or on 
pensions were devastated. By 1922, 
most of Germany had returned to 
wartime conditions, complete with 
fuel shortages and food vouchers. In 



Berlin, 30 per cent of children who left 
school “were unfit to work for reasons 
of health”. And most ominously, it was 
in this chaotic period that anti-Semitism 
started to rear its head.

It was only near the end of 1923 
that Germany installed a new central 
bank head, Hjalmar Schacht, and 
managed to right itself, mostly by 
convincing the public that a new 
currency, the Rentenmark, was 
backed by mortgages—a tangible 
asset. The value of that guarantee was 
“exceedingly doubtful” and the scheme 
a “confidence trick”, according to 
Fergusson, but the public accepted the 
idea and the mark stabilised. Part of the 
magic was due to the fact that Schacht 
simply waited until the mark hit an even 
number—a million million marks—to 
peg the new currency to a gold mark. 
Farmers started selling food again and 
social unrest subsided. 

That wasn’t the end of the story 
however, as Germany soon found 
itself struggling with persistent 
unemployment, the stock market crash 
later that decade and the rise of nazism. 
Fergusson is careful not to draw a 
direct line between the 1923 currency 
debacle and the economic conditions 
that nurtured Hitler, although 
there is correlation—anti-Semitism 
undoubtedly festered as the economy 
deteriorated. Or as Fergusson puts it: 
“Inflation did not conjure up Hitler, any 
more than he, as it happened, conjured 
it. But it made Hitler possible.” 

Out-of-control inflation doesn’t 

just unravel democratic regimes. The 
1989 Tiananmen Square protests in 
China were sparked not only because 
of a frustration with the one-party state 
and the corruption it engendered, but 
also because of sharply rising inflation. 
The recent riots in Tunisia—which 
sparked sympathetic riots in Egypt, 
Bahrain and Libya—came against a 
backdrop of sharply rising food prices 
and a fall in the standard of living for 
the average worker.

But inflation’s damage to a 
democracy is more insidious, because 
it is done under the auspices of elected 
politicians who are meant to protect 
their constituents’ interests. In Weimar 
Germany, no financial authorities ever 
hinted that “their policies derived from 
cynicism … rather than incompetence 
and incapacity”. Most citizens believed 
their leaders when they said they were 
trying to control prices, even as they 
kept the money flowing.

Who, then, might benefit most 
from Fergusson’s moral tale? It may be 
for those who think central bankers are 
modern-day oracles who can muster the 
political will to control inflation before 
it runs out of control; or those elites 
who think inflation isn’t such a bad 
remedy to sluggish growth and heavy 
debts after all. As Lord D’Abernon, the 
British ambassador to Berlin during the 
Weimar Republic observed: “It requires 
handcuffs to stay the hand which turns 
the crank of the printing press.” But 
who today in the halls of the Fed or in 
the political classes will secure them? 
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What lies beneath
Sometimes it’s the leaders of 
democratic countries who 
find it hardest to be truthful 
with their own people

Why Leaders Lie: The Truth About 
Lying in International Politics 
John J. Mearsheimer
Oxford University Press,  
New York, 2011

Reviewed by  
Ted Galen Carpenter   

Professor John J. Mearsheimer of the 
University of Chicago examines an 
important and intriguing topic in Why 
Leaders Lie. From the outset, he lets 
readers know that some of the results 
of his research are unexpected and 
even counterintuitive. Perhaps his 
most startling conclusion is that 
leaders of states and their diplomatic 
representatives “tell each other the 
truth far more often than they lie”. 
When political leaders do lie, 
Mearsheimer argues, they more often 
direct those falsehoods at their own 
people rather than at foreign 
governments.

Mearsheimer is no stranger to 
controversy, and this compact book 
will do nothing to temper that 

reputation. Other scholars are almost 
certain to challenge his argument that 
interstate lying is relatively rare in 
international politics. He does, 
however, build a reasonably strong 
logical foundation for that proposition, 
noting that “it is usually difficult to 
bamboozle another country’s leaders”, 
and “even when it is feasible, the costs 
of lying often outweigh the benefits”. 

There are prominent historical 
examples to buttress the latter point, 
most notably the nasty chill in US-
Soviet relations following Moscow’s 
presentation of indisputable evidence 
that President Dwight D. Eisenhower 
had lied about the violation of Soviet 
air space by American U-2 spy planes. 
With the proliferation of information 
technology and the weakening of 
taboos against disclosing classified 
information (exemplified by the 
WikiLeaks episodes), the probability 
of such embarrassing revelations is 
even greater now than during 
Eisenhower’s time, further increasing 
the level of risk associated with 
interstate lying.

There is likely to be a lively debate 
about various aspects of Mearsheimer’s 
methodology and interpretation. A 
key feature of the book is his insistence 
on distinguishing between outright 
lying on the one hand and 
“concealment” and “spinning” on the 
other.

Critics could argue that the latter 
two behaviours are merely more subtle 
versions of lying, and that the result is 



the same: deliberate deception of the 
domestic population or foreign 
governments and populations. 
Mearsheimer concedes that to include 
concealment and spinning along with 
deliberate untruths in the category of 
lying would mean that lying between 
governments was relatively common.

A second assertion that is certain 
to provoke controversy is his 
distinction between “strategic lies” 
and “selfish lies”. The former, 
Mearsheimer contends, are lies that 
are told in the service of the national 
interest. He concedes that leaders “can 
also tell selfish lies, which have little to 
do with raison d’etat, but instead aim 
to protect their own personal interests 
or those of their friends”. When he 
uses the term international lying, he 
quite deliberately restricts the term to 
strategic lies, not selfish lies.

But that focus seems too narrow, 
and it is based on a dubious, artificial 
distinction. Leaders can tell lies that 
they may sincerely believe promote  
the nation’s security and important 
interests, but that they also know 
would benefit their personal political 
fortunes or those of their political 
party. 

Mearsheimer makes a compelling 
case, for example, that the 
administration of George W. Bush told 
several lies in the months leading up to 
the Iraq war. Those officials may have 
believed that such deception and 
threat exaggeration was necessary to 
overcome public and congressional 

hesitation about launching a war. But 
they also knew from their experience 
with the 2002 congressional election 
results that the ability to portray 
themselves as tough on national 
security issues and their opponents as 
squishy was a political winner. 

In that instance (and in several 
others throughout history), it appears 
that both strategic lies and selfish lies 
were in play. Mearsheimer also 
concedes too much, especially with 
regard to deception perpetrated on a 
domestic audience, when he argues 
that leaders engage in such behavior 
“because they believe that it serves the 
public interest, not to exploit their 
citizens for personal gain”. That may 
be the case sometimes, but it is naïve 
to assume it is always true.

Other portions of Mearsheimer’s 
analysis are on more solid footing. His 
argument that states located in regions 
with intense security competition are 
more likely to lie than states in peaceful 
regions accurately reflects the anarchic 
nature of the international system and 
the high priority accorded to national 
survival. Likewise, his observations 
that leaders are more likely to lie 
during a crisis, and that they are more 
inclined to lie to adversaries than 
allies, is amply supported by historical 
experience and logic.

The most interesting and relevant 
portion of Why Leaders Lie is the 
analysis of outright lies and milder 
deceptions directed against domestic 
populations. Mearsheimer’s chapter 
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on “fearmongering” provides 
important insights and raises an 
assortment of troubling questions, 
especially about the past and present 
behaviour of the US government. 

He cites several examples from 
American history, including Franklin 
D. Roosevelt’s misrepresentation of a 
naval incident involving the US 
destroyer Greer and a German 
submarine in the North Atlantic in the 
summer of 1941; Lyndon Johnson’s 
largely fictional version of the better-
known Gulf of Tonkin incident in 
1964; and the Bush administration’s 
bogus allegations that Iraq had 
weapons of mass destruction. All of 
these episodes involved false or 
exaggerated “evidence” that agitated 
the public and Congress and pushed 
the nation towards war.

He notes that the most common 
element of fearmongering is “threat 
inflation”. The three cases 
Mearsheimer examines certainly show 
a pattern of leaders deliberately 
exaggerating threats to America’s 
security to secure domestic support for 
a hard-line response. Interestingly, 
other incidents he barely touches upon 
or does not discuss at all may show 
that tendency with even greater clarity. 
For instance, Dean Acheson’s famous 
advice to President Truman to “scare 
hell out of Congress and the American 
people” about the Soviet threat to gain 
passage of the administration’s 
proposed aid program to Greece and 
Turkey would appear to be a stark 
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because leaders are more beholden to 
public opinion in democratic states”. 
The other is that governments are 
more inclined to lie regarding wars  
of choice rather than obvious security 
threats. 

If those observations are true, and 
Mearsheimer builds at least a 
respectable case, the implications are 
especially ominous for America’s 
democratic system. The United States 
is both a prominent democracy and a 
country that has a long and growing 
track record of pursuing wars of 
choice. That combination would mean 
that American policymakers face  
both an unusually high number of 
opportunities and unusually strong 
incentives to deceive domestic 
audiences. Moreover, given 
Washington’s continued adherence to 
a global interventionist foreign  
policy, that tendency is not likely to 
abate. At a minimum, Mearsheimer’s 
analysis should lead to some serious 
national soul-searching.

Ultimately, Why Leaders Lie is a 
valuable contribution to the  
discussion of world affairs and the 
dynamics of both domestic and 
international politics. It is an 
impressive, thought-provoking book. 
But it is also a book that, because of 
its brevity, raises at least as many 
questions as it answers. Indeed, it 
fairly cries out for a subsequent, more 
comprehensive treatment of the topic, 
either by Professor Mearsheimer or  
by other scholars. 

case of threat inflation. So, too, was 
the Clinton administration’s campaign 
to portray Slobodan Milosevic as the 
modern version of Adolf Hitler, whose 
behaviour posed a threat of a new 
holocaust in “the heart of Europe”.

Some sceptical analysts pointed 
out that in terms of both strategic and 
economic relevance to the United 
States, the Balkans were more akin to 
Europe’s appendix than Europe’s 
heart. Without that systematic 
campaign of threat inflation, an 
already reluctant Congress might well 
have blocked the US-led military 
interventions in Bosnia and Kosovo. 

Mearsheimer correctly concludes 
that government fearmongering is 
“anti-democratic at its core”. And 
even if he is correct that leaders who 
engage in that conduct “invariably 
believe that their assessment of the 
threat is correct, even if they are lying 
about some of the particulars” (and 
the jury is still very much out regarding 
that point), it is small comfort to 
populations that are deceived into 
supporting wars at considerable cost 
in blood and treasure. That is 
especially true when many of those 
wars were based on dubious strategic 
assumptions of the governing elite and 
produced unsatisfactory—if not 
disastrous—results.

Two of Mearsheimer’s conclusions 
about fearmongering and threat 
inflation are especially troubling. The 
first is that such behaviour “is more 
likely in democracies than autocracies, 
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 Worth Noting by Tom Switzer

Modern American conservatives may achieve their foreign 
policy aims by taking a more flexible approach

Hard Line: The Republican Party 
and US Foreign Policy Since World 
War II
By Colin Dueck 
Princeton University Press
New Jersey, 2010 

It is widely assumed Dick Cheney  
and Bill Kristol think alike on 
American foreign policy. After all,  
the former US Vice-President and 
Weekly Standard editor represent 
what is widely known as “neo-
conservativism”. Both were leading 
supporters of the Bush doctrine of 
preventive war, democracy promotion 
and US unilateralism. Both, too, were 
closely associated with the Iraq war in 
2003: Cheney strongly believed 
regime change was justified by the 

alleged connection between Saddam 
Hussein and weapons of mass 
destruction as well as terrorist groups; 
Kristol gave an eloquent defence of 
the Bush administration’s policy  
of democratising post-Saddam Iraq. 

But dig deeper and you find some 
serious foreign policy differences. Not 
only did Cheney and Kristol clash 
over Haiti, Bosnia and Kosovo during 
the Clinton years, they have disagreed 
more recently over the Egyptian 
uprising. At the height of the 
democracy protests in early February, 
Cheney called the former president  
of Egypt Hosni Mubarak “a good 
man, a good friend and ally of the 
United States” who helped achieve 
regional stability and whom 
Washington should not publicly push 



out. This argument—put forward by 
other conservatives such as Donald 
Rumsfeld, John Bolton  
and Charles Krauthammer—was that 
Islamic extremists could exploit the 
political chaos created by any quick 
collapse of Mubarak’s regime. In these 
circumstances, instability could lead 
to more unintended consequences 
than intended ones. 

Kristol, on the other hand, 
warned that it was unhealthy that 
“Americans are so fearful of a popular 
awakening that they side with the 
dictator against the democrats. 
Rather, it’s a sign of fearfulness 
unworthy of Americans, of short-
sightedness uncharacteristic of 
conservatives, of excuse-making for 
thuggery unworthy of conservative 
tradition”. 

This argument—put forward by 
other conservatives such as Paul 
Wolfowitz, Elliot Abrams and John 
Podhoretz—was that Washington 
should strongly support the democracy 
protesters who are on the right side of 
history. In these circumstances, any 
short-term instability is outweighed in 
the long term by the emergence of 
liberal democratic governments that 
share American values. 

All of this is a reminder that 
American conservatives have long 
been divided on how to balance 
stability and the US interest in 
avoiding radical consequences against 
the Wilsonian ideals of democracy 
and human rights. It is also a reminder 

of the various conservative schools of 
foreign policy thought over the past 
century, something diplomatic 
historian Colin Dueck highlights in 
great detail in this excellent book. 

For those who crudely put all US 
right-wingers into one ideological 
pigeon hole, Hard Line is must 
reading. Dueck sets out a detailed 
analysis of the foreign-policy  
thinking of Republican presidents 
from Dwight Eisenhower to George 
W. Bush as well as that of several 
high-profile conservatives such as 
Robert Taft (the Republican senator 
who lost GOP presidential primary to 
Ike in 1952) and Barry Goldwater (the 
Republican senator who lost the 
presidential election to Lyndon 
Johnson in 1964).

Although they express themselves 
in different ways, Republican 
presidents and leading conservative 
figures have been guided by one 
overarching theme: a hawkish and 
hard-line American nationalism. 
“Republicans,” Dueck argues, 
“believe in American exceptionalism, 
have sought to preserve their country’s 
freedom of action in world affairs, 
and have tried to avoid what they view 
as excessive accommodation toward 
hostile or threatening nations.” 

To be sure, different policy 
tendencies have still been possible 
within this framework: realism, 
hawkishness, nationalism and anti-
interventionism. And the recent 
tensions between Cheney and Kristol 

58 | 59  American Review



over Egypt reflect this diversity of 
opinion. But the crucial factor in 
shaping these specific tendencies has 
been presidential leadership. “The 
triumph of one foreign policy-type 
over another,” Dueck concludes, “is 
crucially shaped by the president’s 
own choices.”

Thus, rhetoric has not always 
matched reality: although 
conservatives invariably talked tough 
about rolling back communism or 
liberating the Eastern bloc states from 
Soviet communism, the foreign 
policies of Republican presidents 
recognised limits to American power. 
Dwight Eisenhower (1953-61) 
disappointed cold warriors when he 
ruled out US intervention at the height 
of the Hungarian uprising. (He said 
that “Hungary was as inaccessible  
to us as Tibet”.) His administration 
even sent out subtle diplomatic signals 
to Beijing within a few years of the 
communist revolution. 

Richard Nixon and Henry 
Kissinger (1969-74) epitomised foreign 
policy realism—China opening, arms 
control, detente with the Soviets—
which infuriated GOP conservatives 
and anti-communist foreign policy 
hawks. 

Even Ronald Reagan (1981-89), 
although he was a genuinely 
intransigent anti-communist hawk, 
was generally cautious and careful 
regarding direct US military 
intervention overseas. He cut and ran 
from Lebanon in 1983, refused to 

send troops to fight communists in 
Central America, and his 
accommodation with the Soviets  
in his second term drew fire from 
several neo-conservatives including 
Norman Podhoretz who dismissed 
Reagan’s policies as “appeasement”.

George H.W. Bush (1989-93) was 
temperamentally rather than 
ideologically conservative: witness  
his cautious response to the 
dismantling of the Soviet empire, his 
refusal to invade Baghdad following 
the liberation of Kuwait in 1991 and 
his failure to enforce economic 
sanctions on China for Tiananmen 
and to move against ethnic cleansing 
in the Balkans.

We are reminded that when the 
Cold War ended, even the old-guard 
neo-conservatives suggested a more 
prudent and cautious worldview. 
Writing in Owen Harries’s The 
National Interest in the early 1990s, 
Irving Kristol said “the function of 
the United States is not to spread 
democracy around the world” and 
Jeane Kirkpatrick called for the US to 
become “a normal country in a 
normal time”. 

Hard Line is brilliantly done and 
is a valuable corrective to what passes 
as the conventional wisdom about 
American conservatism and US 
foreign policy. But Dueck’s thesis is 
also overdone, both in terms of his 
treatment of the recent Bush era and 
the predicament of American 
conservatives today. 



Dueck argues that “Bush was 
building on long-standing conservative 
and American foreign policy ideas”. 
But while it is true the Bush doctrine 
had deep roots in the “pre-emptive 
warfare” thinking of Goldwater  
and his National Review supporters 
such as James Burnham, one should 
also recognise that the Bush 
administration marked a radical 
departure from previous presidents. 
None of Bush’s Republican 
predecessors—Eisenhower, Nixon, 
Ford, Reagan, or his father—put into 
practice a policy of preventive war. 
Unlike Bush, all were sophisticated 
realists who used the balance of  
power to protect the American 
national interest. No doubt American 
outrage over September 11 played its 
part in changing Bush’s thinking 
about US foreign policy. But taken 
together with American hegemony 
and American exceptionalism, these 
conditions constituted a combustive 
mixture, one not conducive to the 
calm deliberation or alertness to the  
danger of unintended consequences 
that all too often defined previous 
Republican presidents.

Moreover, although it was not a 
novel idea for Bush to include the 
promotion of democracy as one goal 
among many in US foreign policy,  
it was novel for many American 
conservatives to believe, as they did 
during 2001-09, that democracy can 
and should be the overriding purpose 
of policy—one that can be achieved  

in quick time and by application  
of US force. 

Nonetheless, Hard Line is an 
impressive account of the history of 
Republican and conservative foreign 
policy thinking over the past 60 years. 
Today’s internecine battles among 
neo-conservatives, realists, 
nationalists and non-interventionists 
are nothing new. But with the end of 
the Cold War, increasing multi-
polarity abroad and mounting 
economic problems at home, the US 
should start recognising limits to 
transform a complicated world instead 
of fulfilling a mission to enact a Pax 
Americana. 

That is what in essence a new 
breed of foreign policy thinkers (think 
Rand Paul, John Mearsheimer, 
Stephen Walt, Andrew Bacevich, 
Gideon Rose, Fareed Zakaria, Anatol 
Levien and John Hulsman) have said 
in recent years. For their pains, they 
are denounced as isolationist by the 
gung-ho and dismissed as unserious 
players by the Republican 
establishment. 

But this is arguably what the next 
Republican presidential candidates 
should be saying on the record in  
the most forceful and coherent 
language they can find. As Dueck 
points out, only with a better grasp  
of the true history of Republican 
foreign policy alternatives, can we 
understand the future direction of 
conservative thinking about America’s 
role in the world. 
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Think tanks strive to dominate 
that great grey battle space where 
both journalistic skirmishers and 
encumbered academics are at a 
disadvantage: packaging serious ideas 
for busy policymakers and opinion-
shapers. Yet there are notable efforts 
afoot by some think-tank experts who 
wish to claim wider ground.

Beyond the comfort zone of the 
four-page policy brief, some of the 
most fascinating work to emerge from 
foreign affairs think tanks in recent 
months has manifested in forms both 
grand and tiny, old and new—tomes 
and tweets.

The big strategic trends shaping 
the future of Indo-Pacific Asia have 
been impressively captured in three 
new books by a mix of established 
thought-leaders and rising stars, and 
here special mention must go to the 

Brookings Institution and the US 
Naval War College.

Published, serendipitously, in the 
wake of last year’s grave downturn in 
Sino-Japanese diplomacy, The Perils 
of Proximity: China-Japan Security 
Relations, by Brookings scholar 
Richard C. Bush blends an appreciation 
of history with an awareness of present 
and future security challenges. In 
particular, it offers a practical template 
for reducing mistrust and the risks of 
war between the two great powers of 
North Asia. 

The value and timeliness of this 
volume cannot be overstated. Events in 
2010—including provocative Chinese 
naval manoeuvres, Japan’s arrest of 
a Chinese fishing captain and China’s 
diplomatic escalation of the crisis—
bode poorly for regional stability. 
Japanese suspicion of China has 
deepened, potentially reversing public 
discomfort with the US alliance and 
Japan’s own military reawakening. Yet, 
as I can attest from detailed discussions 
with policy thinkers in both capitals, 
nobody on either side seems to have 
a plan for incrementally escaping this 
security dilemma.

Tomes, tweets and think tanks
As China and India exert their influence, a growing  

range of expert opinions emerges



With decades of policy and regional 
experience, Bush is well-placed to 
put some ideas into that gap, and his 
road map for a gradual confidence-
building regime, leading potentially to 
a bilateral incidents-at-sea agreement, 
is well worth considering. The appetite 
for progress on both sides may be 
small, but doing nothing may be the 
most dangerous option.

Less comforting are the conclusions 
of Red Star Over the Pacific: China’s 
Rise and the Challenge to US Maritime 
Strategy. In this deceptively short 
book, Toshi Yoshihara and James R. 
Holmes of the US Naval War College 
have produced a bold and detailed 
analysis of the rise of the Chinese navy 
and its plausible future in challenging 
and thwarting US influence.

Mind you, their work is arguably 
mistitled—for their arguments suggest 
that Beijing’s primary maritime security 
focus will sooner or later become 
the Indian Ocean, with its arteries of 
energy supply and other commerce.

A striking quality of the authors’ 
work is the unorthodox way they draw 
upon an eclectic range of Chinese-
language primary sources: open-source 
publications, from scholarly articles to 
speeches, interviews, comments and 
popular, including online, journalism. 
They deploy these materials to make 
the case that Beijing’s naval ambitions 
are more far-reaching in scale and 
distance than many China experts 
believe. In particular, the authors 
cast China’s maritime strategy largely 

in terms of the theories of the long-
dead American sea power thinker 
Alfred Thayer Mahan, whose ideas 
appear alive and well in Beijing and, 
incidentally, New Delhi.

That brings us to another 
important Brookings publication, 
Arming without Aiming: India’s 
Military Modernisation, by Stephen 
P. Cohen and Sunil Dasgupta. Cohen 
is of course the elder statesman of 
South Asian security studies, and it 
is refreshing to see him teaming with 
a younger, Indian voice to produce 
this book that needed to be written: 
a frank appraisal of the gap between 
India’s defence policy vision and 
the continuing messy reality of its 
implementation.

This does not quite puncture 
the balloon of the India boosters in 
Washington and elsewhere: after all, 
even with all its speed bumps and 
flaws, the economically-driven growth 
of Indian power will still be enough 
to change global strategic balances 
in the long run. And many of the 
key arguments—India’s continental 
security distractions and woeful 
procurement system—have been made 
equally well in previous publications.

But Cohen and Dasgupta have 
smartly distilled almost everything that 
has gone before, to produce a highly 
readable, expert and balanced primer 
on the strange rise of Indian military 
power. This should be essential reading 
for other nations’ policymakers 
before they leap into closer defence 
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engagement with India. (For the 
record, I still think that is a path worth 
taking—but with both eyes open.)

Together, these three books by 
some leading think-tank scholars 
provide a clearer perspective on Indo-
Pacific Asia’s security future than the 
vast bulk of the short-term, journalistic 
commentary currently flooding the 
regional security scene. 

Also worth a trawl, though in my 
view less analytically rigorous, is the 
latest opus from the prolific Robert 
Kaplan: Monsoon: The Indian Ocean 
and the future of American Power. 
Among the many feathers in his 
tribal headdress, Kaplan is affiliated 
with the Centre for a New American 
Security, but at heart he remains 
more uber-journalist and colour-
hungry contemporary historian than 
considered think-tank wonk. The 
beauty of Monsoon is the way that it 
weaves past, present and future to put 
the Indian Ocean back on the global 
strategic map. One of its weaknesses is 
that it does so unevenly, and without 
providing a consistent account of how 
China is likely to exercise power in 
this new theatre—or how the rest of 
us can or should respond, beyond a 
generally enhanced attention to this 
long-neglected zone.

Also uneven, though still of some 
merit, is one of the latest offerings 
in the Adelphi Books series from the 
International Institute for Strategic 
Studies. In Trapped Giant: China’s 
Military Rise, Jonathan Holslag makes 

a valiant stab at trying to see and 
explain strategic Asia through China’s 
eyes. This is enormously timely and a 
case worth making, especially in light 
of the weird spate of confrontations on 
China’s maritime periphery in 2010. 
But some aspects of the analysis feel 
rushed and incomplete. Not that the 
author has anything to prove—he has 
published widely on Asian security, 
and is a star in his native Belgium—but 
one hopes that Trapped Giant is not 
his last word on the subject.

Finally, from a large and venerable 
format to the tiniest chariot of ideas: 
Twitter is finally nesting in the think-
tank world. This trend has been 
relatively slow to take off: by March 
2011, some of the world’s best policy 
institutes still had Twitter followings in 
the dismal hundreds. One, Singapore’s 
otherwise excellent Rajaratnam School 
of International Studies is clearly 
unconvinced about this brave new 
world of viral opinion: when I last 
checked, its Twitter following was a 
mere 37. 

But elsewhere, notably in the 
United States, South Korea, India and 
Australia, institutes and some of their 
more entrepreneurial voices are steadily 
picking up followings in the thousands. 
This can be a mixed blessing, but with 
social media exerting such an instant 
impact on the real world, think tanks 
would be foolish to hold back. I will 
be looking more closely at how think 
tanks can make the most of social 
media in a future column. 
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