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For the people of Ukraine, at least those who are not ethnically Russian, 
the failure of Washington and Brussels to stop Moscow’s intervention in 
the Crimean peninsula and several eastern towns is dispiriting. For the 
West itself, that failure serves to highlight an illusion that has distorted 
United States and European Union policy towards Russia since the 
collapse of the Soviet Empire. 

That illusion was the belief that, with the end of the Cold War, 
the West had a vital interest and moral duty to go east. In the Clinton 
and George W. Bush eras, the United States and its Cold War allies in 
Western Europe expanded the Atlantic alliance into Eastern Europe, the 
Balkans, and the Baltics. Add to this Washington’s attempts to deploy US 
ballistic missiles in the region and offer NATO membership to Georgia 
and Ukraine, which Russia had long deemed as its sphere of influence. 
Seen from Moscow’s vantage point, the calls by the EU and Obama 
administration to topple the democratically elected, albeit corrupt, pro-
Russian government in Kiev in February was further proof, as Anatol 
Lieven shows in this issue, that neither Brussels nor Washington takes 
into account Russia’s susceptibilities and legitimate security interests. 

Some Western pundits on left and right argue that because Russia 
lost the Cold War, it should simply come to grips with the reality of 

Bush Senior was right
Ukraine has shattered the Cold War 

settlement that the US would not exploit 
Russia’s strategic vulnerabilities
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decline and accept that Western expansion into Russia’s near abroad is 
paved with benign intentions. But it’s more complicated. For one thing, 
strategic interests and traditional motives of prestige made the Baltics 
and Eastern Europe a matter of intense importance to Russia well before 
Stalin arrived on the scene. 

And as foreign policy realists — from Walter Lippmann and Hans 
Morgenthau to Henry Kissinger and John Mearsheimer — have long 
argued, a sphere of influence is a key characteristic of a great power. 
Even a great democracy such as the United States claimed a sphere of 
influence before it emerged as a genuine great power. Since President 
James Monroe claimed for the US a sphere of influence in the Caribbean 
and Central America in the 1820s, the US has intervened in Haiti, Cuba, 
Nicaragua, Panama, Grenada, and the Dominican Republic. 

None of this is extraordinary; it is the way the world has always 
worked, and notwithstanding John Kerry’s recent claims that the 
Monroe Doctrine is dead, it is the way great powers still conduct foreign 
affairs. Imagine how Washington would respond if another great power, 
say China or Russia, were to intrude militarily into Central America or 
interfere in the internal political affairs of northern Mexico. 

Moreover, the West’s move eastwards has represented a betrayal 
of the post-Cold War settlement reached between Washington and 
Moscow. Unfashionable though it is to say so today, the events from 
1989 to 1991 had less to do with a triumph of the American mission 
to redeem the world and more to do with what amounted to a political 
miracle. The Soviet regime, a brutal totalitarian dictatorship nearly as 
tyrannical and aggressive as Adolf Hitler’s Nazi dictatorship, voluntarily 
jettisoned its Warsaw Pact satellite states in late 1989, then acquiesced 
in the dismantling of its empire in the Baltics and Ukraine in 1991, gave 
up communism as an ideology, and embraced democracy — all with 
virtually no violence. 
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Such dramatic changes were by no means inevitable. When empires 
collapse, brutality and bloodshed usually coincide. Think of the British 
departure from Kenya, Malaya, and the Indian subcontinent; or the 
French from Vietnam and Algeria; or the Belgians from Congo; or the 
Portuguese from Timor. What occurred in the case of the Soviet Empire’s 
collapse was very much the exception.

 Why? Why didn’t Moscow resist the forces of change and extend its 
empire’s life by imposing brutal order on the former republics and client 
states in Eastern Europe? After all, previous springtimes of reform in 
the Soviet Empire had been followed by a summer of repression: think 
East Germany in 1953, Hungary in 1956, Czechoslovakia in 1968, and 
Poland in 1981. 

Why did the Soviet Empire die so peacefully? 

The answer lies in recognising that the Cold War ended by negotiation 
to the advantage of both the Soviets and the Americans. For whatever 
has been said during the past two decades, both Presidents George H.W. 
Bush and Mikhail Gorbachev reached an agreement in 1990: in exchange 
for a reunified Germany’s acceptance into NATO, the West would not 
enlarge its security commitments. In effect, the bargain gave Washington 
everything it wanted; the quid pro quo was that it would refrain from 
doing what it had never expressed any intention of doing: that is, take 
advantage of Moscow by advancing strategically into what historically 
had been Russia’s near abroad.

Admittedly, there was no formal treaty to codify this agreement. But 
that is because there already was an implicit understanding between the 
Cold War protagonists. As Sergei Karaganov, a Russian strategist and 
future Putin advisor, has explained: 

“In 1990 [Russians] were told quite clearly by the West that 
dissolution of the Warsaw Pact and German unification would 
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not lead to NATO expansion. We did not demand written 
guarantees because in the euphoric atmosphere of that time it 
would have seemed almost indecent, like two girlfriends giving 
written promises not to seduce each other’s husbands.” 

As the American Conservative’s Scott McConnell has observed , “the 
more versatile and powerful girlfriend did indeed seduce, first Poland, 
Hungary, and the Czech Republic, and has since pushed furthered into 
nations and regions that are perceived, by Russians, to be literally part of 
historic Russia.” Or as the Harvard professor Stephen Walt, who visited 
the United Studies Centre in late April, has remarked : “Intoxicated by 
its own self proclaimed role as the ‘indispensable nation,’ the US was 
increasingly willing to extend security guarantees to almost anyone who 
asked for them.” 

This is why Jack Matlock, the US ambassador to Moscow in the 
late 1980s and early 1990s, believes that “the US has treated Russia as 
a loser since the end of the Cold War.” And it is why, as Daniel Deudney 
and John Ikenberry documented in Survival, many Russians think that 
the United States has reneged on its side of the bargain. 

In hindsight, a strong case can be made that President Bush and his 
senior advisers James Baker, Brent Scowcroft, and Lawrence Eagleburger 
were right to be cautious about the collapse of the Soviet Union into 15 
separate nations, and the prospect of turmoil and chaos that this process 
could unleash. Far from expressing excitement over the new freedom 
in Eastern Europe and the Baltics that Cold Warriors from Truman to 
Reagan had only dreamed of, the Bush realists chose to project calm. 
Such concerns were especially justified, given that several Soviet states, 
such as Belarus and the Ukraine, held poorly guarded strategic nuclear 
weapons from the Soviet arsenal that were aimed at the United States. 

When the Berlin Wall collapsed in November 1989, Bush was not 
in a celebratory mood. “This is a sort of great victory for our side in the 
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East–West battle, but you don’t seem elated,” the CBS journalist Lesley 
Stahl remarked. To which the President replied: “I am not an emotional 
kind of guy.” And when Democrats, such as future vice president Al Gore 
and Senate majority leader George Mitchell berated Bush for not dancing 
on the Berlin Wall, the President defended his “reserved behaviour” for 
fear that triumphalism might provoke the Kremlin into cracking down 
on the revolutionary movements.    

Simply put, Bush was unenthusiastic about the prospect of the Soviet 
Union’s violent breakup. He refused to immediately recognise Lithuania 
in 1991 and he went to Kiev in August of that year to warn Ukrainians 
that independence could lead to “suicidal nationalism.” And when the 
hardliner coup against Gorbachev unfolded during that same month, 
Bush was adamant: “We’re not going to overexcite the American people 
or the world … We will conduct our diplomacy in a prudent fashion, not 
driven by excess, not driven by extreme.” 

By Christmas 1991, Moscow allowed the Baltic states to separate from 
the Soviet Union. Liberals and conservatives, especially neo-conservatives, 
have since condemned Bush for failing to more enthusiastically embrace 
national self-determination among the Soviet republics in 1991. (Leading 
conservative columnist William Safire dubbed Bush’s address in Ukraine 
as the “Chicken Kiev” speech.) History, it was widely argued, was on 
America’s side. 

But it is likely that Bush’s low-profile use of American diplomatic 

“By taking into account Russian 
susceptibilities, Bush helped set the 

scene for the peaceful transformation 
of the Soviet empire.”
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and economic leverage over the Kremlin constrained Gorbachev’s ability 
to crack down on nationalist movements in the Baltics. “I did not want 
to encourage a course of events which might turn violent and get out 
of hand,” Bush later recalled in his memoirs, written with his national 
security adviser Brent Scowcroft. In February 1990, Bush warned: “The 
enemy is unpredictability; the enemy is instability.” 

A more belligerent response from Washington, moreover, could have 
strengthened rather than weakened Moscow hardliners. We’ll never know, 
but it is a fair bet that by taking into account Russian susceptibilities, 
Bush helped set the scene for a relatively peaceful transformation of the 
Soviet empire. 

To say again, the peaceful disintegration of an empire is historically 
abnormal. As the English scholar Martin Wright once observed, “Great 
power status is lost, as it is won, by violence. A Great Power does not die 
in its bed.” 

Which brings us to the Russian incursion into Ukraine in recent 
months. Many liberals and conservatives alike insist that although Russia 
remains a great power, it is a rapidly declining great power. It does not 
have the capacity or right to insist on a vast sphere of influence. 

There is no question that Russia is indeed a declining great power. 
Demographics are working against it and the economy continues to 
remain sluggish. But Ukraine matters far more to Russia than it does 
to the United States or Western Europe. Ethnic Russians number nearly 
60 per cent of the population in Crimea and nearly a quarter in greater 
Ukraine. Russia’s naval base for the Black Sea Fleet is based in Sevastopol, 
Crimea. And Ukraine is a next-door neighbour that is a conduit for 
Russian trade. 

When push turns to shove, a great power will be assertive when its 
vital interests are at stake. And if humiliated further and made desperate, 
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Russia could be dangerous in the way that a wounded animal can be 
dangerous. Remember, it still possesses an enormous arsenal of nuclear 
weapons. In such circumstances, providing a Russian nationalist such as 
the widely popular Putin with a cause to exploit is playing with fire. 

In the 1990s, many opponents of NATO expansion made precisely 
these points. One critic was George Kennan, the intellectual architect 
of the containment doctrine in 1947. Writing in the New York Times 
precisely half a century later, Kennan warned: “Expanding NATO would 
be the most fateful error of American policy in the post-Cold War era.” 
Among other things, NATO enlargement would likely “inflame the 
nationalistic, anti-Western, and militaristic tendencies in Russian opinion; 
to have an adverse effect on the development of Russian democracy, to 
restore the atmosphere of the cold war to East–West relations, and to 
impel Russian foreign policy in directions decidedly not to our linking.” 

Another critic was James Schlesinger, the former CIA director and 
defence and energy secretary, who died in March. Schlesinger was a Cold 
Warrior and an unabashed supporter of America’s containment doctrine. 
But after the collapse of the Soviet Empire, he changed his thinking about 
the direction of US foreign policy. Writing in The National Interest also 
in 1997, Schlesinger warned about “a condition of national hubris,” a 
compulsion “to instruct others on how to behave,” to hector and attempt 
to give US law extra-territorial reach. America, he feared, was becoming a 
“universal international nag” that was alienating many friendly nations. 

In its editorial tribute to Schlesinger on 29 March, the Wall Street 
Journal suggested that Schlesinger, with his impeccable credentials as 
a Cold Warrior, would today be more resolutely opposed to Russia’s 
incursion into Ukraine’s Crimean peninsula than official Washington. 
But Schlesinger thought NATO expansion was a “bad idea” in the mid-
1990s. And unlike many conservatives and liberals today, he was sensitive 
to Russian strategic concerns in the “more complex and ambiguous 
environment of the post–Cold War world.” The following decade he 
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observed that there are numerous Americans “who come out of the Cold 
War [experience] and kind of miss the excitement.” According to the 
Washington Post, Schlesinger, quoting Winston Churchill, said victory in 
the Cold War argued now for “magnanimity.” 

Schlesinger was no softie, but he recognised the stupidity of grinding 
the face of a defeated foe in the dirt. As the United States and several 
European Union states intend to punish Russia with more economic 
sanctions and increase strategic, economic and diplomatic support for 
Ukraine’s unelected interim and anti-Russian government, there is much 
to be said for the Schlesinger view. George H.W. Bush, among other 
American realists, would agree. n
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The spectre of Wolfowitz 
A controversial 1992 defence strategy has 

helped shape the US foreign policy mindset of 
containing Russia in its own backyard 

The Ukrainian imbroglio is a virtual compendium of the difficulties 
the Obama administration has faced as it has sought to reduce US 
commitments in the world to match the combination of straitened 
US economic circumstances, lack of US public will, and the rise of 
China as a peer competitor. Some of these difficulties stem from hard 
and inescapable features of the international scene. Others are self-
inflicted by the US system, and even by the Obama administration 
itself.

Essentially what Barack Obama has been trying to do is scale 
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back the international strategy set out in the so-called “Wolfowitz 
Doctrine,” the initial paper for the Defense Planning Guidance of 
1992, drawn up for the administration of George H.W. Bush by 
then–Under Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz and his assistant 
“Scooter” Libby. In its call for unilateralism and preventive strikes 
against potential threats, this paper anticipated much of the strategy 
of the George W. Bush administration after the 9/11 terrorist attacks. 

Its most ambitious and controversial proposal, however, was that 
the United States should commit itself to preventing any other country 
from dominating any region of the world that might be a springboard 
to threaten unipolar and exclusive US global dominance. With the 
exception of Africa, which no-one sees as the potential source of 
great power challenge, and, to a degree, South Asia, where India has 
increasingly been seen as an ally, this effectively meant that the US 
itself had to be the hegemon in every important region of the planet.

This paper came under so much attack that its proposals were 
drastically scaled back in the final version. It was widely pointed out 
that this was a goal on a vastly larger scale than any country had 
ever aimed at before. Even the British Empire at the very height of its 
strength knew that it could not intervene unilaterally on the European 
continent, challenge the US on the ground in North America, or 
dominate China in the face of opposition from other Western powers. 
And these criticisms were no doubt shared by the quietly realist Bush 
the Father.

“In Ukraine, the neo-conservative 
US diplomat Victoria Nuland and her 

colleagues have been partying  
geo-politically like it was 1992.”



Anatol Lieven

American 15 Review

AmericanOPINION

In practice however something very like Wolfowitz’s vision 
became the standard operating procedure not only of the second Bush 
administration, but of the intervening Clinton administration and of 
sections of the Obama administration too. To judge by the stances 
she has taken in the past, it will be the desired approach of Hillary 
Clinton if she wins the presidency in 2016. 

But since Wolfowitz wrote his paper in 1992, the US has seen the 
limitations of its military power exposed in Afghanistan and Iraq. It 
has failed to dominate developments in the Middle East — whether in 
bringing Israeli-Palestinian peace, forcing Iran to abandon its nuclear 
program, or controlling the situation on the ground in a range of 
states. It has suffered an appalling terrorist attack, which compelled it 
to invest colossal new sums in security measures. And it has suffered 
an economic recession, which severely reduced the economic bases of 
US power and the public will to use it.

Above all, of course, the rise of China means that Washington is 
facing the first economically equal peer competitor since the United 
States overtook Britain some 130 years ago. Yet in Ukraine, Victoria 
Nuland — the leading US diplomat in the region, who egged on the 
Kiev protestors to bring down the pro-Russian Ukrainian government 
in February — and her US colleagues have been partying geopolitically 
like it was 1992.

It seems clear that Obama did not want it to be like this. Backed in 
private by strong support from the military, there has been a real effort 
to cut back on commitments elsewhere so as to concentrate resources 
and attention on the pivot to the Asia–Pacific. After the Russo–Georgia 
War of 2008 had made clear both the dangers of NATO expansion 
to Georgia and Ukraine, and the fact that the United States would 
not fight to defend them, the offer of NATO membership, while not 
formally dropped, was quietly shelved. In return, Russia voted for 
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much tougher sanctions against Iran. These did much to bring Tehran 
to the negotiating table, raising the possibility that the United States 
could also reduce some of its commitment in the Persian Gulf.

But to reduce commitment to a region while maintaining your 
interests there requires dependable allies. They must either not pursue 
dangerous agendas of their own, or be prepared to deal with the 
consequences themselves. From this point of view, Ukraine has simply 
reinforced the lessons of the former Yugoslavia in the early 1990s: 
the European Union and its members are incapable of formulating a 
sound strategy, let alone of pushing it through or defending it. The 
best they can manage is a sort of impotent megalomania. Yet again, 
the United States has had to become involved, at great potential cost 
to its interests elsewhere.

But the Obama administration is not innocent either. The United 
States did not initiate the European Union’s bidding war with Russia, 
but in February — as her notorious leaked phone conversation made 
clear — Victoria Nuland and her US colleagues on the ground did 
everything possible to drive the situation in a way that was absolutely 
certain to provoke a very costly crisis with Russia. Any sensible person 
with a high school–level understanding of Russian and Ukrainian 
history could have predicted both that Moscow would react strongly 
and dangerously to any attempt to destroy its influence in Kiev, and 
that the reality of the power balance on the ground would give it 
numerous opportunities to do so.

What, one may ask, is the neo-conservative Nuland even doing 
in the Obama state department, given her absolute commitment to 
the Wolfowitz Doctrine? The answer is that she is a Hillary Clinton 
appointee, whom Obama could not or would not remove, and the 
danger of whose approach did not become apparent until too late. 
This also illustrates the fact that, by now, the making of US foreign 
and security policy is both so complex and so suffused with domestic 
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rivalries that it often takes a personal intervention by the president 
to create a major change of course. It seems that given the immense 
conflicting pressures on them from different groups and lobbies, no 
other institution is capable any more of drawing up a clear set of US 
priorities and sticking to them. And the President — to put it mildly 
— has other things on his mind.

If I were a geopolitical conspiracy theorist, I’d be tempted to 
suggest that the entire Western strategy towards Ukraine has actually 
been drawn up by a secret committee of the Chinese government — 
or possibly a joint committee of the Chinese, the Iranians, and the 
Afghan Taliban. By driving Russia towards China, US policy does 
much to ameliorate China’s two greatest strategic weaknesses: its lack 
of major allies, and its dependence on long and indefensible maritime 
energy routes. Meanwhile, Washington’s failure to let its strident 
rhetoric reflect reality and defend client states against Russia gives 
encouragement to rivals of the US and the West everywhere. n
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The violation of the territorial integrity of Ukraine 
by Russia’s encouragement of a referendum on secession in 
Crimea, followed by Russia’s annexation of the territory, 
has produced a first-class crisis in Europe. The crisis is 
a very big deal, threatening to unravel over 25 years of 
progress in escaping the logic of the Cold War competition. 

In several respects, the crisis is a lot less dangerous 
than the standoff over Berlin from 1958 to 1962. In one 
respect, however, this is worse. In Berlin, maintaining the 
lifelines to the West meant maintaining the status quo; as 
events showed, that provided a satisfactory ground for 
both parties, especially after the erection of the Berlin Wall 
staunched the flow of refugees from East to West. The 
Russians, not wanting to risk a confrontation with 
America, eased their pressure on the city. 

In Ukraine, the status quo has been blown up by the 
Ukrainian revolution, which has entailed the installation, 
via methods grossly violative of Ukraine’s constitution, of 

Russia’s revenge
The Crimean incursion highlights the tensions between the 
right to self-determination and the principle of territorial integrity 

By David C. Hendrickson
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a government the legitimacy of which Russia refuses to recognise. This 
violation of constitutional procedure, sanctimoniously ignored in the 
West, is an extremely important aspect of the Ukraine crisis. By violating 
both the electoral calendar (with presidential elections scheduled for 
February 2015) as well as the procedures for impeachment (which 
required both a lengthy review process, together with a three-fourths 
vote of the Ukrainian Parliament, neither of which was observed by 
the Revolution), the West has birthed a new government under 
extremely dubious circumstances. This was not by any means an 
Immaculate Conception; all manner of dirty deeds were done to 
accomplish the hoped-for result.

Territorial integrity arose to a central place in international law 
alongside several others. In the mid-20th century, the American foreign 
policy elite, including the government, saw the maintenance of 
territorial integrity as a fundamental value. In the Helsinki Final Act, 
the first six core principles were listed in the following order: “(1) 
sovereign equality, respect for the rights inherent in sovereignty; (2) 
refraining from the threat or use of force; (3) inviolability of frontiers; 
(4) territorial integrity of states; (5) peaceful settlement of disputes; (6) 
non-intervention in internal affairs.” 

These together form what the political philosopher Michael Walzer 
has termed “the legalist paradigm.” The norms of political independence 
and territorial integrity, writes Walzer, are ultimately founded on “the 
right of men and women to build a common life and to risk their 
individual lives only when they freely choose to do so.” As Walzer notes, 
however, “the relevant law refers only to states.” The keystone in the 
arch of the legalist paradigm is the view it takes of aggression. “Any 
use of force or imminent threat of force, by one state against the 
political sovereignty or territorial integrity of another constitutes 
aggression and is a criminal act.” 

There was, of course, another key international norm — the self-
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determination of peoples — that challenged the basic principle of 
territorial integrity in a rather sweeping way: National self-
determination became the catchphrase that summarised Woodrow 
Wilson’s attempt to negotiate a just and stable peace in the conference 
that ended World War I. Wilson’s promise of “justice to all peoples and 
nationalities, and their right to live on equal terms of liberty and safety 
with one another, whether they be strong or weak” evoked a tremendous 
response in the peoples who had lived under the boot of the Russian, 
Austrian, German, and Ottoman Empires. 

“It was like deep calling unto deep,” noted Colorado senator 
Charles Thomas: “The response greeting it was universal.” However, 
there was not a border drawn in postwar Europe that did not elicit 
harsh condemnation for having left minorities outside the newly 
established states, or for having reduced them to a strategic or economic 
rump that raised questions about their future viability. Poland’s 
experience is emblematic; its military clashed with forces from Ukraine, 
Germany, Lithuania, Czechoslovakia, and Russia between 1918 and 
1921.

Wilson has been criticised for his seemingly cavalier dismissal of 
the principle of territorial integrity, but he was not quite the idle 
dreamer so often portrayed. Robert Lansing, his estranged secretary of 
state, made the memorable prophecy that the principle of self-
determination would unleash expectations that could never be satisfied. 
Lansing saw it as an incendiary principle, and criticism of Wilson on 

“Russia did not justify this violation of 
Ukraine’s territorial integrity, as it might 

have done, as a reprisal for the West’s 
previous illegal intervention in Ukraine.”
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this score is frequently encountered among historians with realist 
sympathies. 

But it needs to be recalled that it was the conservative nationalists 
under the leadership of Theodore Roosevelt and Henry Cabot Lodge 
who, with Lansing’s approval, pushed for the breakup of the Austrian 
empire as a war measure in 1918, advancing well beyond Wilson’s 
initially cautious formulation of the principle in his Fourteen Points. 
There he declared that every people “should be left free to determine 
its own polity, its own way of development, unhindered, unthreatened, 
unafraid, the little along with the great and powerful.” That meant an 
independent Poland with access to the sea, but something less than full 
independence was contemplated, in January 1918, for the peoples of 
Austria-Hungary. They were to be “accorded the freest opportunity of 
autonomous development” in what Wilson seems to have imagined 
would be a newly federalised but still intact Austria-Hungary.

It was not to be. The exigencies of war led on to support for 
independence for the subject nationalities of Austria-Hungary, as of 
other discarded remnants of the fallen empires. Wilson told a British 
official that “he disliked most intensely” the idea of “setting the Austrian 
people against their own government by plots and intrigues. We were 
not good at that work, and generally made a mess of it, but he saw no 
other way” to win the war. “He intended to support the Czechs, Poles, 
and Yugoslavs.” The territorial integrity and political independence of 
the new states were guaranteed by the League, but the US Senate’s 
refusal to ratify the Treaty of Versailles virtually doomed the new 
settlement from the outset: the power constellation that had brought 
the Central Powers low was now missing its most crucial ingredient. 

When Versailles was challenged serially by Adolf Hitler in the 
1930s, he did so by appealing to the normative foundation of a treaty 
erected on the foundation of national self-determination: both the 
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Anschluss and the incorporation of the German speaking Sudetenland 
from Czechoslovakia (awarded by the four-power Munich agreement 
in 1938) were justified by Germany on these grounds. Hitler smashed 
the Western liberal world by appealing to the very principles it had 
championed. The appeal was deeply insincere, as was shown by Hitler’s 
subsequent destruction of Czechoslovakia in March 1939 — the act 
that led even those in the West who had condemned the injustice of 
Versailles and the unequal treatment it had afforded Germany to 
understand, at last, that Hitler was not a German nationalist cut from 
the traditional cloth. 

At the end of World War II, the problem that had bedeviled the 
League of Nations — charged among other things with supervising the 
treatment of minorities in the new states — was transformed by the 
huge movements of population that accompanied the war and its 
aftermath. The states of Europe were now more “nation-states” than 
they had ever been. Territorial integrity and political independence 
were sanctified in the Charter no less than in the Covenant. Those 
principles were at the centre of the American conception of the post–
World War II world. What needed to be shut out of the conduct of 
international relations was the threat or use of force that would 
challenge the territorial integrity and political independence of states. 
It was on the basis of that creed that the United States went to war in 
Korea in 1950, and it was on the basis of the same appeal that Lyndon 
Johnson took the United States to war in Vietnam in 1965.

The experience of Vietnam showed that the principle of territorial 
integrity could function as a mask disguising the real nature of the 
conflict. The Americans saw a blatant territorial aggression by North 
Vietnam against the South, but it was just as reasonable — as we came 
to understand, more reasonable — to see the conflict as a civil war. The 
presence of more than 500,000 US forces in South Vietnam suggested 
that the major external actor intervening in Vietnam’s affairs was the 
United States military. After the collapse of South Vietnam in 1975, 
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American opinion drew the lesson of “no more Vietnams,” but the 
attachment of the US establishment to the central norm of territorial 
integrity was barely affected by that grim experience. Out of the disaster 
of Vietnam, the United States attempted to restore its tattered legitimacy 
by reaffirming its commitment to the norms of a peaceful international 
system and vouchsafing its commitment to the stability of possession, 
as it did in 1975 at Helsinki. 

The end of the Cold War saw the old norms of political independence 
and territorial integrity spectacularly reaffirmed in the 1991 Gulf War, 
but then the old question of territorial integrity was suddenly cast in a 
new light, one that closely resembled the problem of 1919 but now 
with one unprecedented aspect. Yugoslavia was dissolving into war at 
the same time the Soviet Union was breaking up; their near-simultaneous 
collapse raised the urgent question of how to handle the borders of the 
twenty-odd new states clamouring for international recognition. 

In March 1992, the US government chose the principle that has, 
with one notable exception, governed the West’s approach ever since: 
the administrative boundaries of the former Soviet Union and the 
former Yugoslavia were to become the borders of the newly independent 
states. In the case of the former Soviet Union, that meant 25 million 
Russians would become minorities in the new states, of which Ukraine 
had about half the total number. Yeltsin was so dependent on the United 
States that he felt he had no alternative but to acquiesce in this new 
dispensation, and did so. In the past, the dissolution of a multi-ethnic 
state had invariably led to war: the scale of the catastrophe that might 
ensue was shown by the experience of India, whose partition after the 
British withdrawal led to over a million deaths in the frenzied confusion 
that followed. It was something of a minor miracle that the Soviet 
Union dissolved with so little violence, but the same happy outcome 
did not follow in Yugoslavia. 

The dissolution of Yugoslavia showed how volatile could be the 
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relationship between, on the one hand, the right of self-determination, 
and, on the other, the principle of territorial integrity. The West 
recognised the independence of Slovenia, Croatia, and, in March 1992, 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina. When the Serbs, newly disadvantaged by 
the creation of a Bosnian state in which they were now a minority, 
took up arms with the help of the Serbian government to resist that 
new dispensation, they were branded as criminals. The Serbs — and 
Russians — took the line that what was legitimate for the Bosnian 
Muslims could not be denied to the Serbs of Bosnia. If the former had 
a right of secession, so did the latter. But these claims were ill-heard in 
the West, which rejected the legitimacy of the Serb claims. At least it 
did so in theory: when the Dayton Peace Accords were signed in 1995, 
the territorial integrity and political independence of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina was reaffirmed, but the territory was effectively divided 
between the Serbs, Croats, and Muslims and was put under a European 
Union protectorate that remains in place to this day. 

The Serbs continued to get the short end of the stick in the context 
of Kosovo. The rebellion of the Kosovars from Belgrade met with 
violent repression by Slobodan Milosevic. In anticipation of yet more 
atrocities — 100,000 thousand Kosovar men had gone missing, US 
Defense Secretary William Cohen falsely alleged in the spring of 1999 
— NATO fought its aerial war against Serbia in 1999. Nine years later, 
Kosovo emerged as an independent state. The Russians were furious, 
as were the Serbs. They were thrice disadvantaged in the dissolution of 
Yugoslavia. Secession of the constituent parts of Yugoslavia was 
permitted, over their protests; secession of Serbs from Bosnia was 
denied; and then the same claim that had been denied to the Serbs was 
granted to the Kosovars in 2008. 

Russia, stung by these reversals, was pleased to reply in kind when 
Georgian units went on the offensive in South Ossetia in 2008. The 
Russians invoked the freshly minted Kosovo precedent in according 
separate status to two new protectorates, though almost no other states 
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accorded recognition. The Russian action led John McCain to proclaim 
that “we are all Georgians now,” but the Bush administration, in its 
waning days, did not push its objections to extremes. 

If anything, the Russian response showed to Europeans the dangers 
of Bush’s plan to bring Georgia and Ukraine into NATO. Obama then 
confirmed that more cautious approach with his attempted “reset” of 
US–Russian relations in 2009, but the US government showed itself 
not entirely opposed to secessions from established governments. In 
Africa, the independence granted to South Sudan, after heavy lobbying 
by Christian groups in the United States, showed that the principle of 
territorial integrity might be cast overboard in some circumstances.

The importance accorded to the principle of territorial integrity in 
today’s Ukraine crisis must be assessed not only against the backdrop 
of these past episodes but also in light of the American government’s 
own rather cavalier treatment of international law. The late Democratic 
senator and former United Nations ambassador Daniel Patrick 
Moynihan complained in 1990 that the status once accorded these 
ideas in official Washington had greatly diminished; it was as if a new 
elite had arisen that had not been educated in the grand American 
tradition, dating from the first years of the republic, in which respect 
for the law of nations was accorded the status of a first principle. The 
temptations of sole superpowerdom proved too much to resist. 

Strictly speaking, the war in Kosovo was illegal. NATO’s 

“John Kerry has taken to the principle of 
territorial integrity as avidly as Lyndon 

Johnson, and with about as much 
understanding of the local terrain.”



David C. Hendrickson

American 26 Review

CoverSTORY

authorisation may have made it “legitimate” — so its advocates 
repeatedly reaffirmed — but its actions did not conform to the UN 
Charter, which required Security Council authorisation for the NATO 
military operation against Serbia’s territorial integrity to be squared 
with the dictates of international law. Clinton’s dubious record was 
then followed by an administration seemingly contemptuous of 
international law. The 2003 Iraq invasion was simply the most striking 
instance of the Bush administration’s cavalier dismissal of the 
significance of international law, against the authority of which 
neoconservatives sallied forth daily. 

  Obama promised a return to the old standard when he came to 
office, but that was an edict at odds with the now firmly established 
inclinations of the US government. Its greatly expanded drone strikes 
have violated the principle of territorial integrity on numerous 
occasions, as have the vast spying operations of the NSA. The Russians 
had no ground to stand on in complaining of the latter violations — 
they do the same — but allied governments, especially Germany’s, took 
sharp objection. Not unreasonably, Merkel and her inner circle were 
appalled by the bugging of the chancellor’s cell phone, which began in 
2002 when she first emerged as a significant player in German politics. 
Given its serial violations, the conclusion is unavoidable that the 
American political class and security state sees international law as a 
club with which to beat hostile governments when convenient, and on 
such occasions can sing a wonderful hymn to its sacred status, but 
when law imposes constraints on Washington, it exits the church with 
undue haste and searches out a plenitude of reasons to preserve its 
discretion unencumbered. 

The legalist paradigm continues to be the vital underpinning of the 
society of states, and undoubtedly any civilised government, even those 
ruled by really exceptional people, should in nearly all circumstances 
take its strictures to heart. How far they are obligated to correct, 
sanction, and overturn the violations of other states is a different 
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question, to which different rules apply. Here, relative interests, 
propinquity, feasibility, and all other manner of prudential considerations 
come into play.

Russia’s annexation of Crimea does not look to be reversible. 
Russia did not justify this violation of Ukraine’s territorial integrity, as 
it might have done, as a reprisal for the West’s previous illegal 
intervention in Ukraine — conniving at the unconstitutional seizure of 
power in Kiev. Much as the West has tuned them out, the Russians feel 
that they have an abundance of reasons for Crimea that would each 
stand inspection, but if they had characterised it as a reprisal they 
would have had to give Crimea back if they had gotten satisfaction 
elsewhere. And they don’t want to give it back. So Putin grounded it in 
Crimea’s historic attachment to Russia. The West needs now to decide 
for how long it will kick its head against the wall in protest. 

How far the escalatory pressure will mount is unclear. As always, 
the situation contains elements that would make it escalate and salves 
that would arrest escalation and would potentially provide a way 
forward. Unfortunately, the situation is not entirely under the control 
of the diplomats: angry men are armed; the authority of the state is 
uncertain. No one should underestimate the dangers until some kind of 
diplomatic settlement is reached, and even then mutual disappointment 
and rancour is written all over the future development of this unexpected 
crisis. 

The American diplomats especially have been conducting a dialogue 
of the deaf that would be comical were it not so dangerous. John Kerry 
has taken to the principle of territorial integrity as avidly as Lyndon 
Johnson, and with about as much understanding of the local terrain. 
That is not a good sign.  n
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Not content with seizing Crimea, Vladimir Putin’s 
unmarked militiamen steamroll into eastern Ukraine. 
The White House announces there will be “consequences” 
and that Vice President Joe Biden will fly to Kiev to 
“underscore the United States’ strong support for a 
united, democratic Ukraine that makes its own choices 
about its future path.” That’s nice. Meanwhile, back in 
the real world, Putin’s “choices” decide Ukraine’s fate, 
pulling it decisively and violently back into Moscow’s 
murky, autocratic orbit.

These events are not unrelated. Barack Obama has 
been implementing his vision for an American retreat 
from the world since he took office, egged on by media 
cheer squads eager to embrace an urbane, intellectualised, 
academic-approved, “21st-century” foreign policy, where 
conflict is resolved in global bodies like the United 
Nations and the International Criminal Court. The 20th 
century — the era of Bushes, Clinton, Kennedy, and ugly 
wars — is just so... yesterday. Obama’s foreign policy, to 
borrow a phrase, is “evolved.”

American global retreat
Obama’s feckless foreign policy has encouraged 
Russian intransigence in Ukraine 

By Mary Kissel
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And feckless. Roll the highlight reel:

21 January 2009, President Obama’s first inaugural address: “To 
those who cling to power through corruption and deceit and the 
silencing of dissent, know that you are on the wrong side of history, 
but that we will extend a hand if you are willing to unclench your 
fist.” How and why a dictator would unilaterally decide to relinquish 
power remains unexplained. Is the Presidential personality supposed 
to inspire — sorry, Barack — shock and awe?

4 June 2009, in Cairo, from a speech titled “A New Beginning”: 
“Given our interdependence, any world order that elevates one nation 
or group of people over another will inevitably fail.” The freedom 
agenda is a thing of the past. “No system of government can or should 
be imposed by one nation by any other.” Democracy and autocracy 
now enjoy moral equivalency. “It’s easier to start wars than to end 
them.” I’ll get out of Iraq and Afghanistan, no matter what! “The 
people of the world can live together in peace.” Kumbaya.

13 June 2009: Millions of Iranians flood the streets of Tehran, 
Shiraz, Esfahanto and other cities to protest a fraudulent presidential 
vote and demand democracy, in what becomes known as the Green 
Revolution. The regime unleashes a wave of brutal repression, 
chronicled by ordinary Iranians and transmitted to the world on 
social media. After two days of silence, President Obama convenes a 
press conference and says he is “appalled and outraged by the threats, 
the beatings, and imprisonments of the last few days.” But “the 
United States respects the sovereignty of the Islamic Republic of Iran 
and is not interfering with Iran’s affairs.” Backdoor, bilateral talks 
between the US and Iran over Tehran’s nuclear ambitions continue 
apace. The Green Revolution is eventually crushed by the mullahs, as 
is another, similar uprising two years hence.
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17 September 2009: The President cancels plans to deploy a 
missile defense shield to Poland, on the 70th anniversary of the former 
Soviet Union’s invasion of that country. The move contradicts 
promises made only a year earlier to then-President Lech Kaczynski. 
“We heard first from the media,” Witold Waszczykowski, deputy 
head of Poland’s national security bureau, reveals. He muses, “Is it 
appeasement toward Russia? Is it pragmatism? Is it transactional?” 
Prime Minister Donald Tusk refuses to answer a midnight call from 
the White House. Russian parliamentarian Mikhail Margelov, 
chairman of the foreign affairs committee, gloats to the Washington 
Post: “We perceive this as another positive signal suggesting that in 
the current administration in Washington, pragmatism prevails over 
an ideological approach to foreign policy.” As in, an ideology that 
opposes oppression.

21 October 2009: Vice President Joe Biden is dispatched to Poland 
in October to promise, publicly, that the US security guarantee to 
Poland is, “absolute, absolute.” Few believe him. But he has nice 
teeth and a big smile.

16 November 2009: President Obama travels to China, where he 
tells a local audience that the US–Sino relationship is “positive, 
constructive and comprehensive,” adopting technocratic buzz phrases. 
“I believe that each country must chart its own course,” he says. “We 
do not seek to impose any system of government on any other nation, 
but we also don’t believe that the principles that we stand for are 
unique to our nation.” Now there’s a ringing endorsement of the free 

“For Crimea, the White House imposes 
limited sanctions on Putin’s inner circle, 

which the Russians openly mock.”
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world. During a staged question and answer period, the President 
says, “The main purpose of my trip is to deepen my understanding of 
China and its vision for the future.” That would be the communist, 
one-party state China. The phrase “human rights” isn’t mentioned by 
either side. China later declares the entire South China Sea is its 
territory and seizes Japanese air space and a Philippine shoal. The 
Obama administration expresses displeasure, but little else.

8 April 2010: President Obama and then–Russian President 
Dmitri Medvedev sign the New START arms control treaty in Prague. 
President Obama heralds the stop of bilateral “drift” and heralds 
“the benefits of cooperation.” “Today is an important milestone for 
nuclear security and nonproliferation, and for US–Russia relations,” 
he says. Former Czechoslovakia defence minister Lubos Dobrovsky, 
who presided over the dissolution of the Warsaw Pact, tells the New 
York Times, “This treaty is a diplomatic and military victory for 
Moscow. I am not happy that this American defeat is being showcased 
in Prague.”

2 May 2011: The New Yorker’s Ryan Lizza publishes a lengthy 
profile of the President in which a White House advisor anonymously 
confides that the commander-in-chief’s approach to Libya — in which 
European countries led a military strike on Gaddafi’s regime — 
smacks of “leading from behind.” The phrase gains national currency, 
and notice internationally. It’s not news to the leaders of China, 
Russia, Iran, Syria, and other despots.

26 March 2012: President Obama, caught speaking into a live 
microphone, tells Russian President Dmitri Medvedev: “This is my 
last election. After my election I have more flexibility” when it comes 
to missile defence deals. “I understand. I will transmit this information 
to Vladimir,” Medvedev replies. After Republican criticism of the 
remarks, the President says “I think everybody understands that — if 
they haven’t, they haven’t been listening to my speeches — I want to 
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reduce our nuclear stockpiles ... And so this is not a matter of hiding 
the ball. I’m on record.” No word on what such “flexibility” entails.

20 August 20 2012: In the wake of rising violence in Syria’s civil 
war, President Obama makes the following statement from the White 
House: “We have been very clear to the Assad regime, but also to 
other players on the ground, that a red line for us is we start seeing a 
whole bunch of chemical weapons moving around or being utilised. 
That would change my calculus. That would change my equation.” 
No “ifs, ands, or buts” there, right? Well. . .

4 September 2013: President Obama denies he set a “red line” on 
Syria’s use of chemical weapons. “The world set a red line,” he 
protested. “The world set a red line when governments representing 
98 per cent of the world’s population said the use of chemical weapons 
are abhorrent and passed a treaty forbidding their use, even when 
countries are engaged in war.” The world?

14 September 2013: The State Department announces a deal with 
Russia to remove chemical weapons from Syria — the same Russia 
that propped up the Assad regime in the first place. Syria misses 
deadlines for turning over said chemical weapons in December, and 
again in February. In March, the Hague-based Organisation for the 
Prohibition of Chemical Weapons says Damascus has relinquished 
only about a third of its chemical weapons stock. The fighting 
continues in Syria, with neighbouring Lebanon and Jordan 
overwhelmed by fleeing refugees. Assad kills the opposition with 
more traditional weapons: i.e. guns.

22 November 2013: A Saudi prince, sitting down with The Wall 
Street Journal editorial board, offers his evaluation of President 
Obama’s foreign policy, or lack thereof: “The US has to have a foreign 
policy. Well-defined, well-structured. You don’t have it right now, 
unfortunately. It’s just complete chaos. Confusion. No policy. I mean, 
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we feel it. We sense it, you know.” Two days later, US and Iran strike 
an interim nuclear pact, in which Tehran can continue to enrich 
uranium and evade inspection of its military facilities. The penalty 
for breaking the pact remains unclear. The Obama White House 
continues to push for a finalised pact.

3 December 2013: Vice President Biden visits Tokyo to reassure 
Japan that the US remains committed to its security in the face of 
rising Chinese aggression. A Wall Street Journal Japan blog reports 
“many officials and security experts are growing frustrated about 
what they perceive to be Washington’s muddled response to China’s 
increasingly aggressive stance, a fear that has been exacerbated, rather 
than alleviated, so far during Mr. Biden’s visit to Asia.” In a later 
meeting in Beijing with Biden, Chinese president Xi Jinping say he’ll 
“take on board” America’s position on China’s seizure of Japanese 
air space. And he has a Great Wall to sell you, too.

16 March 2014: Crimea holds a “referendum” to break away 
from Ukraine and join Russia, after Putin’s forces have flooded the 
region with unmarked troops for weeks, intimidating local residents. 
The Kremlin moves quickly to formalise the annexation. The White 
House condemned the Crimea vote as a “breach of international 
law,” and later imposes limited sanctions on Putin’s inner circle, 
which the Russians openly mock.

5 April 2014: Defense Secretary Chuck Hagel visits Tokyo and 
claims there’s no “weakness on the part of the United States as to our 
complete and absolute commitment to the security of Japan.” He 
adds, of Putin: “I think anytime you have a nation, Russia in this 
case, try to impose its will to refine and define international boundaries 
and violate the territorial integrity and sovereignty of a nation by 
force, all of the world takes note of that.”

It certainly does. But this litany of foreign policy debacles should 
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come as no surprise, even to the White House’s most partisan 
supporters. Back when he was a presidential candidate, then-Senator 
Obama pitched himself not as a man who had thought deeply about 
America’s role in the world and its foreign-policy interests, but as the 
anti–George W. Bush — a new kind of president who could charm 
autocrats into democrats through the power of his own personal 
charisma. His July 2008 Berlin speech, delivered to an adoring crowd 
of thousands, began, predictably, with his own personal story — as 
do many of his speeches. But there was no deep wisdom in platitudes 
like “we cannot afford to be divided” or “this is the moment to give 
our children back their future.” Who wants to be divided and have 
children with no future?

The most interesting question may be why the President himself 
continues to pursue a policy of diplomacy at all costs, regardless of 
the increasingly dire and embarrassing outcomes. How many “red 
lines” and “off ramps” has the Obama team issued to the strongmen 
of Syria, Russia, or Iran?

One explanation may be that the President believes in the power 
of his own persuasion more than anyone else in the room. Or he’s 
living in the classic White House bubble, surrounded by acolytes too 
reverential or afraid to challenge his judgement. (So much for that 
Lincoln-esque cabinet of rivals.) Or both.

Or perhaps President Obama believes that what he’s doing is 
actually working to better America’s standing in the world, by letting 

“This litany of foreign policy debacles 
should come as no surprise, even to the 

White House’s most partisan supporters.”



Mary Kissel

American 35 Review

CoverSTORY

other powers rise to “balance” US. might. In this telling, it’s a foregone 
conclusion that Beijing and Tehran will dominate their respective 
geopolitical space, and the US should just get used to the idea. The 
Cold War is over and America just has to deal with new realities like 
Vlad and Hassan. Viewed from that lens, the Obama foreign policy 
starts to make sense.

It’s that flavour of foreign policy — of studied, deliberate weakness 
and accommodation of autocrats — that should scare the wits out of 
every democracy that depends on Washington for its security, from 
Ukraine to Japan to eastern Europe, and every citizen of a non-
democratic state who wants a better future. Memo to them: Barack 
doesn’t have your back. n
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We Britons who grew up during the Cold War — or 
perhaps we should now call it the First Cold War — and 
whose first flush of adulthood coincided with the Reagan/
Thatcher era tend to have decidedly polarised views about 
America. Either we understand that rich, heavily armed 
America ultimately guaranteed freedom and security in 
Europe during that period, or we believe that American 
hegemony and imperial pretension prolonged international 
tensions, created client states — of which Britain, 
sometimes called the 51st state, was one — and sought in 
its cultural opposition to socialism to undermine pluralism. 
Most conservatives were in the former camp, noting that 
the arguments used against America could be deployed, 
with far more force and evidence, against the Soviet Union. 
For most conservatives and a substantial proportion of the 
centre-left in Britain between 1945 and 1989, the “special 
relationship” was far more than just a name; it signified 
the security of their democratic existence.

There was always, however, a vein of anti-Americanism 

The myth of the 
“special relationship”
Only when Britain finally realises that Europe is 
impotent will it make an effort with America again 

By Simon Heffer
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among conservatives, and those who felt such emotions were not always 
easily categorised. Within the British Conservative Party of the 1960s 
and early 1970s, for example, two of its leading men were notoriously 
polar opposites. One was J. Enoch Powell, a hardline economic liberal 
and anti-statist whose experience as a senior staff officer in the Second 
World War had left him as an isolationist with a deep skepticism about 
America. Powell served in opposition as defence spokesman under the 
leadership of Edward Heath, with whom he disagreed about almost 
everything apart from America. Heath’s own skepticism was rooted in 
his fanatical pro-Europeanism — he was the prime minister who in 
1973 took Britain into what is now the European Union. To Heath, 
Europe was being designed as a nascent superpower, and America 
would simply be another rival requiring no special treatment.

Powell had a huge following among centre-right Conservatives 
throughout the period from the mid-1960s until his death in 1998. Few 
of them, however, could understand his antipathy to America and many 
felt embarrassed by or uncomfortable with it. 

It was rooted in various assumptions and historic observations. 
First, Powell, who was born in 1912, grew up with the notion that it 
was a foreign policy aim of the Americans to rid Britain of its empire. 
In his papers after his death I found a yellowed cutting from the Times 
of India, dating from November 1943, featuring a report of a speech 
by Congresswoman Clare Boothe Luce in which she had announced 
that one of the main American war aims was to get the British out of 
India. Powell, who was a colonel in intelligence in Delhi at the time, 
annotated the cutting with a single exclamation mark in the margin. 
Earlier that year he had encountered Americans en masse for the first 
time, at the Casablanca conference, where he had been assisting 
Churchill’s delegation. He found their attitude to the war, their 
resources, and their men utterly alien. And although by 1956 he had 
entirely abandoned the idea of Britain as an imperial power, he was 
shocked at America’s behaviour during the Suez crisis, which he and 
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others like him took as final proof of its perfidy.

Suez knocked the trust in America of many British conservatives, 
and in any sense of a special relationship — a term first coined by 
Churchill to describe relations between all English-speaking peoples, 
but which, after the bond was formed between British prime minister 
Harold Macmillan and John F. Kennedy, came most potently to be used 
to describe the Anglo-American relationship. The smell of the perceived 
betrayal at Suez lingered on through the 1960s, during which time the 
British came to realise the omnipresent threat from the Soviet Union 
and noticed ever more keenly the repression in the police states of the 
Soviet bloc, which ran up to the border with West Germany, just a few 
hundred miles to the east. 

Despite Heath’s lack of enthusiasm for America during his 
premiership (1970–74), the bond became steadily stronger as the Soviet 
Union became more intransigent, notably after the events in Prague in 
August 1968. When Margaret Thatcher arrived in Downing Street in 
May 1979, she brought with her the strongest predisposition to act as a 
loyal ally of America. Jimmy Carter was not a soul mate, but from the 
moment of Ronald Reagan’s assumption of office in January 1981 the 
special relationship entered its most special phase yet.

Even that legendary partnership was not completely unclouded. 
Enoch Powell and his followers — of whom there were many in the 
Conservative party during the Thatcher years — castigated America 
for its laxity over fundraising for the Irish Republican Army, and with 
good reason. That the flow of money from America to Ireland stopped 

“Even the left in Britain now regards 
President Obama as a disappointment.”
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almost dead after 9/11 made the point eloquently enough: there is 
nothing romantic about terrorism. It was also assumed that in making 
concessions to violent Republicans in Northern Ireland during the 
1980s the British government was acting under pressure from the State 
Department, something that was never convincingly denied.

American intervention was not viewed as entirely constructive 
during the Falklands War of 1982, when the then–Secretary of State Al 
Haig seemed attracted to the idea that there might be some room for 
negotiation about the islands’ sovereignty; the islanders themselves were 
totally opposed to being handed over to Argentina, something not 
everyone in the State Department could appreciate. Also, the decision 
by the Reagan administration to invade Grenada in 1983 deeply upset 
Margaret Thatcher. Grenada had until recently been a British colony, 
was part of the Commonwealth, and in what Britain regarded as part 
of its sphere of influence exempt, in its view, like the rest of its former 
Caribbean territories, from the Monroe Doctrine. However, relations 
were rapidly restored. Those years culminated in the Anglo-American 
triumph of ending the first Cold War, by bringing Mikhail Gorbachev 
not just to the negotiating table, but almost into the Western family. 
The fall of the Berlin Wall and the liberation of Eastern Europe was the 
finest hour of the special relationship. It has, however, been severely 
tested since, and the debate about its relevance and desirability has 
become louder.

Nothing made most Britons feel closer to America than the shocking 
events of 11 September 2001. Of course, there were some in Britain 
who said America had somehow asked for it, by seeking to spread its 
hegemony around the world and, particularly, throughout the Middle 
East. There were some in Europe, notably in France, who resented the 
extension of American influence caused by its being the world’s sole 
superpower after the collapse of the Soviet Union, and this spread to 
Britain even before the intervention of America and its British allies in 
Afghanistan and Iraq. 
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However, the great strain that has been put on the relationship in 
the last decade was caused by the determination of Tony Blair, in the 
run-up to the invasion of Iraq in March 2003, to force the British 
parliament to endorse his desire to march in step with George W. Bush. 
Some in Britain today regard Blair as a war criminal, and his 
unpopularity exceeds that of any other living British politician. That is 
all because, in seeking to persuade some of his MPs to support him in a 
crucial vote, he adduced evidence from what has been dubbed “the 
dodgy dossier” that, if left to his own devices, Saddam Hussein could 
launch a chemical weapons attack on the West in 45 minutes. That this 
turned out to be a war conducted by Britain on the basis of a lie was 
not America’s fault, but Bush suffered in British eyes through his 
association with Blair, and America came to be seen even by many 
moderate Britons as a belligerent, warmongering power. The outcomes 
in both Iraq and Afghanistan have only reinforced that view. Britain, at 
the moment, is undergoing a period of extended Americo-skepticism, 
mitigated only by the growing realisation that American television — 
we have all watched The Sopranos, Mad Men, The Wire, and Breaking 
Bad — is now just about the finest in the world.

The Barack Obama experience has only enhanced this feeling. 
When he was elected in 2008, the liberal establishment in Britain — 
which, since the end of the Thatcher era, has led the formation of 
opinion in the country — welcomed him as a saviour, almost as a living 
God. This was for a number of reasons, some of them common to 
America. He was not George W Bush. He was not a Republican. He 
was a black man. He seemed to exude that brand of urban cool that 
leftists and liberals the world over regard as a pre-requisite to being 

“America is now looking to the 
Pacific. Britain is obsessed 
with looking at Europe.”
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taken seriously, even though it can have no possible bearing on a 
politician’s intelligence, competence, or judgment. 

But even the left in Britain now regards Obama as a disappointment. 
They feel he has done little to advance the international leftist agenda 
of promoting equality in every imaginable context and engaging in acts 
of economic redistribution. They lament his lack of vigour in extricating 
America from what the British left views as imperialist wars, and in 
closing Guantanamo Bay, which has come to have highly symbolic 
status in their circles as a representation of all that is evil and wicked 
about America. But perhaps most interesting of all — in what it tells us 
about the amour propre of the left — they have worked out that he isn’t 
really interested in Britain or, indeed, in much of the rest of the world. 
This was brought home to them when President Obama was first visited 
by the then–British Prime Minister Gordon Brown. Brown was intensely 
pro-American, choosing to spend his holidays each summer at Cape 
Cod, and worshipping the economic doctrines of Alan Greenspan. As a 
gift for Prime Minister Brown the President chose a handful of 
Hollywood DVDs, the lack of heft of the present being further 
aggravated by the small fact than none would be compatible with a 
British DVD player. For good measure, Obama had also had removed 
from the Oval Office a bust of Winston Churchill. Brown returned 
wounded and feeling ill-treated, and it was left to David Cameron to 
try to patch things up after he became Prime Minister in 2010.

Relations seem perfectly cordial, and there is no sign of hostility — 
Cameron, notionally a Conservative, is so far to the left of his party 
that he is probably also to the left of Obama — but there is no sign of 
any special warmth either. Nothing seems to have happened to improve 
Obama’s valuation of Britain as anything other than a junior ally in 
America’s cause in the world, and one in dealing with which the White 
House does not need to go to the expense of hiring an interpreter.

What has happened in Ukraine may now change this dynamic. 
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Europe has been scandalously remiss in running down its defences, 
oblivious to the notion that Russia might one day offer a threat again. 
The Obama administration’s chronic lack of interest in Europe may 
partly be explained by that. If Europe can’t be bothered to defend itself, 
why should Americans worry? 

The answer is simple, of course. If America wants to remain the 
only superpower, it has to accept responsibilities, even on behalf of 
feckless allies, to confront those who would challenge that status.

Perhaps the Ukrainian crisis will work itself out in a way that forces 
an under-defended Europe to recognise how much it needs America to 
take charge of enforcing liberal, democratic values where they are 
threatened. Pending that, or the arrival in January 2017 of an American 
president who is less offhand in his or her regard for Britain, the special 
relationship will simply tick over. 

America is now looking to the Pacific. Britain is obsessed with 
looking at Europe. However, Europe is hopeless at standing up for 
itself. Only when Britain finally realises that Europe is impotent, and is 
happier to appease rather than to confront in the name of supposedly 
cherished common values, will it make an effort with America again. It 
had better hope that America, whose force of arms remains the greatest 
in the world, is still interested in defending its common moral heritage 
with little, fickle old Britain. n
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A cultural sea change swept over American and 
Australian cinema in the early 1970s. The wild but 
defining rural spaces of both countries had long been the 
touchstones of their respective national identities. In his 
formative 1893 paper “The Significance of the Frontier 
in American History,” US historian Frederick Jackson 
Turner posited: 

“To the frontier the American intellect owes its 
striking characteristics. That coarseness and 
strength combined with acuteness and 
inquisitiveness, that practical, inventive turn of 
mind, quick to find expedients, that masterful 
grasp of material things, lacking in the artistic 
but powerful to effect great ends, that restless, 
nervous energy, that dominant individualism, 
working for good and for evil, and withal that 
buoyancy and exuberance which comes with 

The Wolf Creek 
Chain Saw Massacre 
American and Australian horror films have reimagined 
rural landscapes as places of malevolence and dread 
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freedom — these are traits of the frontier, or traits called out 
elsewhere because of the existence of the frontier.” 

Across the Pacific, a national identity that placed a similar 
emphasis on the “bush” experience was being cemented by writers 
like Banjo Paterson and Henry Lawson in the pages of The Bulletin 
— “The Bushman’s Bible.” Indeed, some 60 years later, in The 
Australian Legend, Russel Ward recognised the late 19th century as 
when “Australians generally became actively conscious, not to say 
self-conscious, of the distinctive ‘bush’ ethos, and of its value as an 
expression and symbol of nationalism.” 

The formulation of these rural-centric nationalisms coincided 
with the birth of cinema, and their impact on both countries’ 
filmmaking was unmistakable. Just as the Western was a dominant 
genre in American cinema — arguably the American genre — from 
the medium’s birth, so too are the first several decades of Australian 
film history replete with a rich assortment of tales of the bush, from 
the country’s first two feature films The Story of the Kelly Gang 
(1906) and Eureka Stockade (1907); through the twice remade and 
sequel-spawning rural comedy On Our Selection (1920, 1932, 1995); 
to a string of cattle and sheep station dramas including The Squatter’s 
Daughter (1910, remade 1933), The Overlanders (1946), and The 
Phantom Stockman (1953). Both national cinemas expressed similar 
themes: rural life was tough and often hazardous, but it built the kind 
of strong character that helped the good guys prevail. In so doing, 
these films continued to bolster the original narratives from which 
they drew inspiration. 

However, as the twentieth century progressed, rural tropes 
became increasingly distant from the day-to-day realities of most 
citizens in either nation. The frontier ethos and bush ethos were 
formalised when the majority of Americans and Australians still lived 
on rural properties or in small country towns. But by 1970, only 26 
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per cent of the US population, and just shy of 15 per cent of the 
Australian, could be categorised as rural. Filmmakers in both 
countries began to look at such places through a less idealised, and 
often hostile, lens. Their camera’s gaze moved from traditional rural 
heroes and heroines, capable of dealing with the harsh environment 
in which they existed, to urban protagonists existentially menaced 
not just by a hostile geography but by the rural antagonists who dwelt 
therein. The once familiar landscapes which had defined national 
character were transformed into alien outlands of malevolence and 
dread. 

American horror films of the period in particular re-imagined 
rural geographies and inhabitants as inimical to urban outsiders. The 
rural antagonists of Night of the Living Dead (1968), Deliverance 
(1972), The Texas Chain Saw Massacre (1974), and The Hills Have 
Eyes (1977) are variously portrayed as murderers, cannibals, and 
rapists. It’s also worth noting the concurrent slew of revisionist 
Westerns that inverted the formulaic moralities and histories of the 
genre and the frontier, including The Wild Bunch (1969), Little Big 
Man (1970), McCabe and Mrs Miller (1971), High Plains Drifter 
(1973), and Buffalo Bill and the Indians, or Sitting Bull’s History 
Lesson (1976). Both contemporary and historical genre films were 
chipping away at popular conceptions of the American frontier and 
rural decency. The “New Wave” of Australian cinema followed a 
similar trajectory. Wake in Fright (1971), Night of Fear (1972), The 
Cars that Ate Paris (1974), Picnic at Hanging Rock (1975), Long 
Weekend (1978), The Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith (1978), and Mad 
Max (1979), all eschewed the traditional bush ethos, and instead 
transformed its sacred geography into one ripe with death and 
degeneracy.

Rural settings have remained a staple of both nations’ horror 
cinema until the present day. American titles like Friday the 13th 
(1980), Evil Dead (1981), The Blair Witch Project (1999), and House 
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of 1000 Corpses (2003) along with their sequels, remakes, knock-
offs, and hundreds of other “cabin in the woods”–type movies, have 
been a staple of the American screen for almost half a century. 
Australia’s less prolific cinematic output has nonetheless continued to 
release dozens of horror films set in the outback, including Road 
Games (1981), Razorback (1984), Rogue (2007), The Horseman 
(2008), and Dying Breed (2008).

The Australian exemplar is of course Wolf Creek (2005), and the 
recently released sequel Wolf Creek 2 (2013). Like The Texas Chain 
Saw Massacre, to which its similar cinéma vérité style and shocking 
depictions of violence often attracts comparison, Wolf Creek was 
marketed as being based on true events. The Texas Chain Saw 
Massacre — along with Psycho (1960) and Silence of the Lambs 
(1991) — was inspired by Ed Gein, the rural Wisconsin serial killer. 
Gein’s predilection for grave robbing, cannibalism, wearing the skin 
of his female victims, and fashioning human body parts into furniture 
was blood-splattered grist for the horror filmmaking mill. He was a 
real life embodiment of the rural terrors that would inundate American 
cinema screens for decades to follow. Wolf Creek drew similar 
inspiration from serial killer Ivan Malat, and the Peter Falconio 
murder. These highly publicised criminal cases acted as cautionary 
tales on the dangers of travelling in the Australian outback and 
buttressed the types of fears expressed in post-1960s Australian 
cinema. 

Wolf Creek’s serial killer, Mick Taylor, is played with unsettling 

“For Frederick Jackson Turner:‘At the 
frontier the environment is at first too 
strong for the man. He must accept the 

conditions which it furnishes or perish.’”
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menace by Australian screen mainstay John Jarratt. Taylor is the dark 
reflection of heroic bushmen characters immortalised on Australian 
celluloid by homegrown stars from Chips Rafferty through Paul 
Hogan to Hugh Jackman. Both Wolf Creek films are overtly conscious 
of their subversion of this archetype. They deliver self-referential 
nods to the audience even as they deliver their savage and satirical 
blows. 

In the first film, Mick Taylor appropriates Mick “Crocodile” 
Dundee’s most famous catchphrase “that’s not a knife,” just before 
slicing off a screaming backpacker’s fingers and severing her spinal 
cord. In the sequel, Taylor introduces himself to another unlucky 
tourist as “Mick Taylor... pig hunter and general outback legend.” 
Because the audience has seen what Taylor is capable of, a sense of 
dread is evoked even by the film’s references to traditionally benign 
or humorous Australian motifs. One of Wolf Creek 2’s cleverest 
moments emerges when Taylor’s British captive tries to placate the 
outback killer with a rendition of the well-worn “Tie Me Kangaroo 
Down Sport.” Even Australian audiences momentarily forget the 
song’s once comical last verse. Mick soon reminds us though, cutting 
his captive off mid chorus, and blurting out the song’s final lines. 
Coming from his mouth, they resonate a sinister meaning: 

“Tan me hide when I’m dead Fred, 
Tan me hide when I’m dead.
So we tanned his hide when he died Clyde,
And that’s it hangin’ on the shed.”

Taylor’s nativism and xenophobia — the ugly side of the bush 
spirit — is demonstrated through his aggressive targeting of 
international backpackers: “foreign bastards” and “noxious bloody 
weeds” as he describes them. Moreover, Taylor is presented as being 
self aware of the very type of rural vs. urban and wilderness vs. 
civilisation themes that have become mainstays of both the American 
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and Australian horror genre. Filled with malicious superiority he tells 
his most recent urban captive: “In this world there’s people like me 
and people like you. And people like me eat people like you for 
breakfast.” Indeed, the film’s British outsider — a history major, 
played by Australian actor Ryan Corr — like other civilised British 
protagonists in earlier Australian horror classics (Gary Bond in Wake 
in Fright and Dominic Guard in Picnic at Hanging Rock) is 
overwhelmed by the brutality of the outback. The bush’s inhabitants, 
mysteries, and horrors present challenges beyond the physical and 
psychic traits developed in an urban and civilised life.

I recently asked Aaron Sterns, writer of Wolf Creek 2 for his 
opinion on the central thesis of this piece, and if he and director/co-
writer Greg McLean were conscious of the historical change in 
cinematic depictions of the Australian bush while writing their film. 
“You’re probably right that there was a shift in the depiction of the 
outback/bush in film in the 70s,” Sterns said. “I’m thinking Wake in 
Fright, Picnic at Hanging Rock, etc., which were very influential on 
us.” However, he also suggests:

“The fear or distrust of the bush has always been endemic in 
Australian culture. I’m particularly thinking of early 
Australian gothic stories such as Barbara Baynton’s The 
Chosen Vessel and Henry Lawson’s The Drover’s Wife, and 
the artists of the Heidelberg School ([Frederick] McCubbin in 
particular, who would often depict small figures in the 
malevolent or inhospitable landscape, lost children, etc.). 
Early explorers often died crossing our land, the first settlers 
experienced grief and heartbreak, and although there might 
have been a transition period when people no longer survived 
off the land as much, we have always gravitated toward the 
‘safety’ of the cities in Australia. Wolf Creek certainly taps 
into that ... For me, being out of place in the outback is central 
to the Australian experience, and being a city boy is something 
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I’ve always felt (having lived in the country too, and never 
feeling entirely comfortable). Mick’s a personification of the 
potential threat of the landscape, but then so is the tramp in 
The Chosen Vessel, and the snake in The Drover’s Wife. 
Maybe we’re just tapping into those early stories.”

In her 2013 book, The Rural Gothic in American Popular Culture: 
Backwoods Horror and Terror in the Wilderness, Bernice M. Murphy 
argues a similar position in regards to American cinema: that rural 
horror films belong to an older cultural strain. According to Murphy, 
this tradition reaches back through American Gothic writers like 
Charles Brockden Brown and Nathaniel Hawthorne to the savage 
realities faced by European settlers on the frontier. 

While darker byways of both countries’ formative narratives may 
well have long existed, post-1960s cinema drove such fear-laden tales 
to the cultural forefront. A generation of new, predominantly urban 
movie-goers would vicariously experience the backwoods and the 
outback, the frontier and the bush, as landscapes of nightmare and 
death rather than struggle and triumph. 

This revisionist interpretation is no more accurate than the 
traditional. But as always, cinematic depictions say more about the 
preconceptions of filmmakers, and the cultures in which they create, 
than the realties of rural life, past or present. I’m reminded of another 
quote from Frederick Jackson Turner’s influential paper: “At the 
frontier the environment is at first too strong for the man. He must 
accept the conditions which it furnishes or perish...” Like the hapless 
victims in rural horror movies, we are soft from civilisation’s modern 
amenities. Those travails of frontier or bush, met by our forebears, 
would likely spell our demise. And while we might not like to admit 
it, these films whisper in unintended allegories that it is not our 
national ethos that has failed, but rather our ability to maintain its 
rigorous demands. n
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Caterpillar Inc., an icon of Midwestern manufacturing for more than 
80 years, has been saving itself about $300 million per year in US 
taxes by routing most of the profits from its foreign replacement parts 
business through a subsidiary in Switzerland, where it neither makes nor 
warehouses those parts. There are two things to say about this: It’s legal, 
maybe. It stinks, definitely. 

Caterpillar is a poster child for American corporations, which still 
draw daily on government spending for the education, research, corporate 
laws, infrastructure, and other necessities of doing business in the United 
States, but are increasingly refusing to help pay for this spending. 

A corporate poster child
What does a corporation owe to the country 

from which it straddles the globe?
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The company makes no apologies. “We pay the taxes we owe, not 
more,” Julie Lagacy, Cat’s vice-president for finance services, told the 
Congressional hearing in Washington where the Swiss tax dodge was 
aired. It’s the same thinking that drives the company’s CEO, Doug 
Oberhelman, in his campaign to drive down wages, closing factories if 
necessary, and easily winning strikes against demoralised unions. 

“I always try to communicate to our people that we can never make 
enough money,” Oberhelman said in an interview with Bloomberg 
Businessweek. “We can never make enough profit.” 

Caterpillar’s corporate behaviour raises issues that the United 
States, and especially its industrial heartland, is just beginning to debate. 
Caterpillar, and other huge corporations — Ford, General Motors, 
Delphi, Maytag, Ball Glass, US Steel — created the industrial boom that 
drove the American economy for a century. They also created and led the 
towns where they made their headquarters — Flint in Michigan, Dayton 
in Ohio, Muncie in Indiana, and, in Caterpillar’s case, Peoria in Illinois. 

Some of these companies, such as Maytag, are gone now. Some, such 
as US Steel, produce as much as they ever did, but with shrunken work 
forces. Others, such as Caterpillar, are still major employers and big 
exporters, not to mention community anchors. But with the arrival of 
globalisation, their hearts — and their money and loyalties — have left 
town. 

Caterpillar is a big global corporation, with operations — 
manufacturing or sales — in 180 countries. It has 118,000 employees, 
more than half of them outside the United States. Its most important 
market is China. It ranks 42nd among American corporations and 
remains by far the biggest employer in Peoria. 

These big companies once played a seigneurial role, both locally 
and nationally, as major employers and corporate citizens. That day is 
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over. In an era where the bulk of a company’s sales and employees are 
elsewhere, old loyalties are dead or dying. 

Caterpillar today has emerged as one of the uglier faces of American 
capitalism but remains so big nationally and so prominent locally that 
its opinions and demands get a respectful hearing, however grudging. 

This is the question. How much does Caterpillar owe to the country 
and town that nurtured it for 80 years and still provides it with the stable 
legal and corporate base from which it straddles the globe? What does 
it owe its workers, some of them fourth generation or more, at a time 
when it employs other workers elsewhere at a fraction of the cost? How 
tough can the folks back home — in Peoria, Illinois; or in Washington — 
get with a company that it still needs and that periodically threatens to 
pull up stakes? 

Caterpillar clearly has decided that it doesn’t owe much, at least in 
taxes. In the Swiss case, it put the profits from its parts sales in the name 
of a Swiss subsidiary and paid an effective tax rate of 4 to 6 per cent, 
low even by Swiss standards. The legality of this has been questioned, 
and the morality was attacked by Senator Carl Levin, who said that Cat 
shifted $8 billion in profits to the Swiss affiliate over 13 years, saving a 
total $2.4 billion in that time.

“Caterpillar is an American success story,” Levin said. “But it is 
also a member of the corporate profit-shifting club that has transferred 
billions of dollars offshore to avoid paying US taxes.” Those taxes, he 
noted, go to pay for government investments “on which Caterpillar and 
other US companies depend for their success.”

Caterpillar also has been a leader in the drive to cut wages, especially 
in manufacturing, that has helped close the pay gap between American and 
Chinese workers. Twenty years ago, it fought two bitter strikes with the 
United Auto Workers that still scar Peoria and the region. More recently, 
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it froze wages at another Illinois factory: the UAW struck, then gave in 
after six weeks. Not long before, it closed a Canadian locomotive factory 
after workers rejected wage and benefit cuts and moved production to 
Indiana, giving jobs to American workers but at wages well below the 
Canadian level. 

This is hardball, and it didn’t end there. Oberhelman, whose most 
recent raise was a 32 per cent bump to $22.4 million, threatened two 
years ago to shift jobs out of Illinois if the state didn’t rescind increases 
in its personal and income taxes. He later backed down, but said any 
future hiring will more likely be in low-tax states such as Texas. 

Oberhelman has made it clear that his obligation is to Cat’s 
shareholders, not its stakeholders. He also argues that, by keeping costs 
down, he is preserving jobs in the United States, even if those jobs don’t 
pay as well as they used to. 

He also says that we’re in a global economy, and that what he’s 
doing is no different from that of other successful corporations. He’s 
right: these big corporations, such as Ford and GM, still dominate their 
industries and often their regions. They’re too big to snub: no politician 
can ignore their whims. But they’re so big that anything they do to 
improve the bottom line can have an outsize impact on lesser beings — 
be it towns, employees, or nations — down the line. 

This is one of the major conundrums of the global economy, and 
it’s not just an American, or a Midwestern, problem. The corporations 
that rule this economy roam the globe, untethered from any loyalties 
or responsibilities to the locales where they do business. Americans’ 
livelihoods depend on them, but they aren’t close to turning them into 
decent corporate citizens. n
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Former Secretary of Defense Robert M. 
Gates’s memoir follows the classic form, 
telling the story of his years at the 
Pentagon during the Bush and Obama 
administrations. He focuses on what he 
did and experienced personally as 
secretary, neither writing a broad policy 
treatise nor recounting the entire history 
of the administrations in which he 
served. In so doing, Gates provides 
penetrating insights about the inner 
workings of US national security 
decision-making.

Had I been George W. Bush, I would 
not have picked Gates as defense 
secretary, and had I been Barack 
Obama, I would not have kept him. I 
do not share Europe’s fascination with “technocratic” governments, 
no matter how bright and talented the individual technocrats. Effective 
governance certainly requires competent administration, but it rests 
more fundamentally on philosophy. Only presidents who reach their 
philosophical limits (Bush) or those hiding their real philosophy for 
political reasons (Obama) turn to technocratic cabinet secretaries. 

Bob Gates’s candid description of how he came to 
detest his job makes for jaw-dropping reading

The most bureaucratic of bureaucrats

Duty: Memoirs of a Secretary at War
by Robert M. Gates
Knopf, 2014
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But agree or disagree with Gates’s opinions, official conduct, 
candour, judgement, or any aspect of his cabinet tenure, anyone 
interested in contemporary global affairs must read his account. Gates, 
a career civil servant, returned to Washington to take a post of particular 
political sensitivity. How such a career-long creature of the bureaucracy 
performed in that role, spanning two administrations poles apart 
rhetorically in national security policy, would alone warrant careful 
attention. But Gates’s candid description of how he came to detest his 
job makes for jaw-dropping reading, as the reader wonders how even 
this most bureaucratic of bureaucrats kept his emotions in check.

Beginning with the very title of his book, Gates makes clear that he 
believed he was “summoned to duty” — the title of the first chapter — 
as secretary of defense. But of course, in a free society, no one has any 
such obligation. Faced with an Administration contrary to one’s 
philosophy, that is incompetent, corrupt, or hopelessly out of its depth 
— or where one no longer has the stomach necessary to meet the 
expectations of a demanding post — the proper answer is to decline. 
Indeed, Gates’s argument about “duty” proves too much, because he 
eventually did leave, as everyone does, “duty” or no. And only a 
bureaucrat can see himself as so necessary that he could sequentially 
serve two masters as seamlessly as Gates says he did. 

It is stunning, therefore, to read that Gates told his wife after 
interviewing with Bush, “I just hope I can get out of this administration 
with my reputation intact.” If that’s what he truly believed, he should 
not have accepted Bush’s offer, lest his attitude in office reflect more his 
desire to survive, rather than his pursuit of the president’s policies. 
Gates’s unease might also explain his impatience and frustration, often 
to the point of rage, with the governmental process. That process is 
bad enough already, but it can certainly be worsened by an overweening 
concern with avoiding damage to one’s reputation. As Harry Truman 
famously warned: “If you can’t stand the heat, get out of the kitchen.”
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Listening to senators pontificate at his confirmation hearing, Gates 
foreshadowed his continuous battles with a congress he essentially 
despised: “It was the first of many, many times I would sit at the witness 
table thinking something very different from what I was saying.” Then, 
exactly two pages later, Gates quotes his answer to a question from 
Senator Edward Kennedy, saying he is not returning to Washington “to 
be a bump on a log and not say exactly what I think, and to speak 
candidly and, frankly, boldly…” Which is it? Does this self-contradiction 
in the memoir’s opening pages stem from Gates’s concern about his 
reputation, or something else? These are examples of the bombshells 
that explode on page after page. 

Indeed, it is precisely the clarity of Gates’s memoir that has caused 
controversy, so vivid and explicit are the descriptions of turf fights, 
policy disagreements sometimes verging on the violent, personal 
animosities, and private discussions with the President and other senior 
Administration officials. Gates’s critics have made two basic points, 
one political, one ethical. First, they say, it was inappropriate for him 
to write about an administration still in office, with the Afghanistan 
war (a major aspect of the book) still underway, and, more amusingly, 
with former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton ramping up her expected 
2016 presidential campaign. 

Second, they argue that Gates betrayed the trust of President 
Obama and other senior Defense and Administration colleagues by 
revealing their conversations, positions, and emotions.

BookREVIEWS

“Gates should have rejected both 
Bush and Obama’s offers to head 

the Pentagon.”
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Of course, neither criticism inhibited book sales (and may have 
helped them by creating additional waves of publicity), nor do they 
diminish the historical significance of what Gates has to say. 
Nonetheless, the legitimacy of writing such a memoir at this time is a 
fair subject for debate, not just for Gates, but for anyone who writes 
about his government service. As a Bush Administration alumnus who 
wrote a memoir, along with a plethora of other former colleagues, I 
have strong feelings on the subject.

I believe former senior officials have virtually an obligation to 
explain what they did while in government. Not all memoirs will be 
publishable, but as diary-keeping recedes into the mists, first-hand 
accounts of what actually happens in government are also decreasing, 
notwithstanding the growing availability of self-published e-books, 
blogs, and the like. It is jarringly apparent to government veterans that 
those who have never been “inside” find it difficult, if not impossible, 
to understand what goes on and why. Press accounts and “instant 
histories” are far too often lacking in insight and understanding of the 
government in operation. Accordingly, memoirs are critical to parting 
the curtain for the uninitiated, as Gates does.

As to Gates’s timing, I believe the criticisms are unfair and 
misplaced. There is no better moment for a prospective author to write 
than while his memory is still fresh, just after leaving government 
service. If such timing is inconvenient for the incumbent administration 
or former colleagues, that is their problem, not the author’s. Especially 
for those subject to the kind of withering criticism Gates levels at 
Obama, no time is convenient. Imagine what those now complaining 
about Gates’s timing would have said had the book emerged in 
September 2012. 

Indeed, if Gates is subject to criticism on timing, it is precisely that 
he did not publish before the 2012 election, where exposing Barack 
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Obama’s views on Afghanistan and his lack of interest in the global 
war on terrorism could have been significant. For example, voters could 
well have benefited from knowing what Gates was thinking during a 
March 2011 National Security Council meeting in the White House 
Situation Room, listening to the Commander in Chief: “The president 
doesn’t trust his commander, can’t stand Karzai, doesn’t believe in his 
own strategy, and doesn’t consider the war to be his. For him it’s all 
about getting out.”

The harder, more important question is whether Gates violated the 
implicit confidences of the President and other senior colleagues. In 
some respects, this criticism parallels the justification for “executive 
privilege,” namely that the president must be able to receive candid 
advice from his subordinates, and that such candor is simply impossible 
if people expect to read about it thereafter. Since the integrity of 
Executive Branch decision-making is under siege from virtually every 
direction imaginable, it is no small matter if it is vulnerable from the 
very people directly advising the president.

But the executive-privilege analogy is only superficially accurate. 
All histories pose a threat to executive privilege, and insiders have been 
leaking internal administration battles since Alexander Hamilton and 
Thomas Jefferson propagandised against each other through partisan 
newspapers. Somehow, President Washington muddled through. 
Moreover, executive privilege’s true justification is to defend against an 
intrusive congress or judiciary, and its rationale is therefore different 
from the normal human expectation that confidences do not last 
forever. Except in the case of classified information, not at issue here, 
adults in US politics today understand that they are always on stage. 
There is no rule of omerta in politics, except perhaps in Chicago.

Moreover, Gates’s critics in the media are betraying their ideological 
bias. Their reaction would almost certainly have been different if it 
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had been Bush whom Gates eviscerated rather than Obama. Much that 
Gates did in office is legitimately subject to debate and criticism, but 
he has performed an act of true public service by writing his memoir. n
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Two great events dominated South-East 
Asia in the late 1940s, when the drama 
of this book begins. One was in 1945 
when Sukarno proclaimed the 
independence of Indonesia and Ho Chi 
Minh the independence of Vietnam. The 
other was in 1948 when the Calcutta 
Conference of Asian communists called 
for armed uprisings across South and 
South-East Asia. Thus the two issues — 
decolonisation and the Cold War — 
were already intermingled when the 
conservative Menzies government came 
to power in Australia in 1949. 

The great merit of Peter Edwards’s 
Australia and the Vietnam War is that it 
traces clearly and judiciously the 
unfolding of this complex narrative 
from the defeat of the Communists in Malaya to their triumph in 
Vietnam — and draws compelling lessons from the story. Edwards was 
the general editor of the nine volumes of the Official History of 
Australia’s Involvement in Southeast Asian Conflicts 1948–1975. He 
also wrote or co-wrote two of these volumes, including A Nation at 

The US–Australia intervention in Vietnam could have bought 
time for South-East Asia to contain the Communist threat

Falling dominoes

Australia and the Vietnam War
by Peter Edwards
NewSouth Books, 2014
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War 1965–1975 on Australian life, politics, and diplomacy during 
those years. 

His new book amounts to a summary of the Official History. He 
acknowledges not only the historians who wrote the various volumes 
on which it draws but also the archivists, librarians, officials, and 
veterans who helped them. He thanks the Council of the Australian 
War Memorial, which commissioned him to write the current shorter 
history, and again notes “the unrestricted access to official records” 
that he and his colleagues have enjoyed and the assurance of publication 
without political or official censorship — “a tradition of which all 
Australian governments, and the Australian people, should be proud.”

In the 1940s, Australia’s Chifley Labor government had supported 
Indonesian independence against the Dutch and earned the enduring 
respect of the new Indonesian regime. But it had been reluctant to 
support the military efforts of the British and Malayan authorities to 
defeat the Communist uprising in Malaya (“the Emergency” of 1948–
1960). It saw the Malayan insurgents as anti-colonialist nationalists 
rather than (as the journalist Denis Warner put it) “the advance guard 
of the Red revolution that plans to seize all Asia in its tyrannical grasp.” 

After 1949 the incoming Menzies government saw the Emergency 
as part of the Cold War but remained reluctant to commit troops until 
the adoption in Malaya in the mid-1950s of the policy of “winning 
hearts and minds” rather than killing as many of the enemy as possible. 
Independence (merdeka), health and education programs, and 
infrastructure were essential elements of any winning program. 

This counter-insurgency policy was “successful militarily, successful 
in its international relations, and successful in gaining domestic political 
support.” Its success was maintained during Sukarno’s Confrontation 
with Malaysia of 1963–1966. (Even when Australian and Indonesian 
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troops were engaged in combat in Borneo, soldiers from each country 
attended staff colleges in the other.)

The Australian government wanted but was unable to apply the 
lessons of the Emergency and the Confrontation to Vietnam. The 
commitment to Malaya was successful, the commitment to Vietnam 
ended in defeat. The first was short, cost little in blood and treasure, 
relied on volunteers and had bipartisan parliamentary support. The 
second lasted ten years, deployed conscripts, and provoked deep, bitter, 
and continuing divisions in Australia. To this day, probably the best 
remembered images of the Vietnam War are the horrific photographs 
of massacres, street executions, Buddhist self-immolations, and of 
terrified Vietnamese clinging to the skids of the last helicopter out of 
Saigon.

Cooperation in the American alliance brought special difficulties. 
As Edwards sums it up: “The strategic concerns, diplomatic style, and 
operational methods of a global superpower located in the northern 
hemisphere were markedly different from those of a middle-sized 
regional power, adjacent to Southeast Asia.” Despite some important 
successes, such as the Battle of Long Tan in August 1966, Australian 
strategy was overwhelmed by American faith in massive firepower and 
search-and-destroy missions.

There were two strategic foundations to Australia’s Vietnam 
commitment. One was the domino theory that a communist victory in 
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Vietnam would entail the subsequent fall of the other South-East Asian 
states and beyond. The other was the deep conviction that the mighty 
United States was unbeatable and that the American alliance — as the 
best insurance for Australian security — mandated Australia pay a 
premium. But the United States was beaten, and the dominoes did not 
fall. So was the strategy totally wrong?

Edwards is not so sure. If North Vietnam had triumphed in 1965 
and not 1975, the dominoes may well have fallen. Certainly the South-
East Asian leaders thought so — in Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, and 
Indonesia after Sukarno. They used those ten years to strengthen their 
defences to ensure they did not become dominoes. 

The lesson for Australia of the American defeat in Vietnam is not 
that Australia should renounce the American alliance but that it should 
be more cautious, critical, and self-reliant. The American alliance 
remains Australia’s best insurance policy. It should continue to pay the 
premiums. 

Edwards ends his book with these sensible words: 

“When future Australian governments contemplate any more-
or-less comparable commitments, they would be wise to 
remember how politicians, diplomats, and military leaders in 
the 1950s and 1960s handled Australia’s involvement in the 
Malayan Emergency and Confrontation as well as the 
commitment to the Vietnam War. Any future overseas 
commitment need not be ‘another Vietnam,’ provided it is 
accompanied by careful and consultative decision-making, 
energetic and independent diplomacy, and skilful military 
leadership.” n
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If nasty words could inflict wounds, 
then Rupert Murdoch would have died 
a grisly death long ago. But he continues 
to power onwards and upwards, some 
skin and blood lost in the past few 
years, but nothing fatal.

So much has been written about 
Murdoch that it is hard to believe there 
is anything new to report. Rodney 
Tiffen, emeritus professor at the 
University of Sydney, says that there is 
about a dozen books on him but a quick 
check suggests the number is closer to 
thirty, with Paul Barry’s Breaking News 
and David Folkenflik’s Murdoch’s 
World among the most recent. Many of 
the examples of Rupertology are not 
much more than join-the-dots conspiracy theories dressed up as 
research projects. In fact, for would-be left-wing intellectuals writing a 
book, or at least a long article, attacking Murdoch appears to be de 
rigueur. 

Tiffen avoids the temptation to run about collecting anecdotes 
from the many people who have come off second-best in a dust-up 

Painting Rupert Murdoch as a money-making conservative 
does not explain his support for unprofitable publications

Establishmentarian or insurgent?
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with Rupert. He acknowledges that he uses only material that is already 
on the public record. This is, of course, a huge amount, but one cannot 
help but wonder what the point actually is. Just what is Tiffen supposed 
to be reassessing?

Certainly, it is refreshing to have someone work through the 
background data before making a conclusion, and he reminds us of a 
number of striking points. For example, Murdoch was only 22 when 
he inherited his father’s business. By the age of 24, he had already 
shown a striking talent for business manoeuvres, as well as a capacity 
for assessing and taking risks. In hindsight, the signature move of his 
early career, the establishment of the Australian newspaper, appears to 
be an idea whose time had come. In 1964 the picture was not so clear. 
It is also easy to forget the impact that the newspaper had on the overall 
quality of journalism in Australia. Tiffen points out that this was 
important enough to Murdoch for him to support the publication for a 
very long time.

It was partly through the Australian that Murdoch earned his first 
generation of enemies. After supporting Whitlam as an agent of change 
in 1972, Murdoch turned against him in 1975, and many on the left 
saw it as a terrible abuse of editorial power. Tiffen is not so sure, 
pointing out that the electoral data doesn’t match. The massive swing 
against the Whitlam-led Australian Labor Party occurred even in 
places, and amongst groups, where Murdoch did not have much of a 
media presence. Nevertheless, a myth was born, and Murdoch either 
believed it himself or saw no reason to dispel it. 

Following Murdoch’s inevitable expansion overseas, the myth 
continued to evolve, especially as Murdoch endorsed Margaret 
Thatcher and Ronald Reagan. Yes, says Tiffen, both of those leaders 
benefited from his editorial support, but there is plenty of evidence that 
Murdoch simply followed the side that was likely to win rather than 
caused their victories. And he has supported leaders and causes who 
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lost, as well. Perhaps not too much should be made of discussions, 
meetings, and lunches; that is what politicians and business leaders do 
with much of their time, after all.

Nevertheless, his political connections were important when he 
began to move into the entertainment area. Tiffen suggests that 
Murdoch might have discovered the potential of the field through his 
partial financing of the movie Gallipoli, which provided returns far 
above what his newspapers offered at the time. One way or another, it 
pointed to a non-news direction for Murdoch, although in several 
countries he needed some political allies to smooth the regulatory path. 

For a while, it looked like China offered huge possibilities, but 
Murdoch has never really had the hang of favour-for-favour networking. 
He loves the art of the deal, but that is not the same thing.

Tiffen believes that Murdoch sees himself essentially as an anti-
Establishment insurgent. Over time, his definition of “establishment” 
has become ever wider, and it now seems to be a convenient catch-all. 
In particular, he saw that much of the traditional media in the US was 
over-liberal, elitist, and entrenched; likewise, a large segment of society 
did not identify with that view of the world. So Fox News was born, 
emphasising opinion over news, entertainment over analysis. It was 
wildly successful.

Perhaps this is what so many of his critics dislike about Murdoch: 
his success in proving, via ratings and subscriptions, that the elite view 
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is not shared, and is indeed a minority position. This is not to endorse 
the astonishing ideological excesses of Fox News, but it is to say that 
there would have been no gap for Murdoch and Fox to fill if the 
traditional media had been more willing to examine their own 
preconceptions.

Tiffen touches on this but does not go into it, and the final chapters 
of the book deal with the phone-hacking scandal, which Tiffen sees as 
the result of Murdoch’s mercantile ideology and autocratic control. 
This is probably true but has been said before — numerous times, in 
fact.

It also seems to conclude as a strangely flat portrait of Murdoch. 
Painting him as a money-grubbing conservative does not explain why 
he has been willing to take risks with new technology and new 
production concepts. It does not explain his determined support for 
“quality” publications despite their lack of profitability. It does not 
explain, well, a great many things.

Rupert Murdoch: A Reassessment is not a bad book, and is certainly 
preferable to most books about Murdoch. But a clearer sense of 
purpose, and perhaps a concluding chapter to reconcile the competing 
elements of Murdoch’s personality, would have made it a much better 
one. n
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Slavery, Barack Obama said in his 18 
March 2008 speech “A More Perfect 
Union,” known in the common parlance 
as the “race speech,” was America’s 
“original sin” The future president was 
echoing thinkers who had come before 
him; Thomas Jefferson conceived of the 
institution as a wolf the United States 
had seized by the ears: “we can neither 
hold him, nor safely let him go.” 
Essayist John Jay Chapman turned to 
reptilian imagery: “There was never a 
moment during this time when the 
slavery issue was not a sleeping serpent. 
That issue lay coiled up under the table 
during the deliberations of the 
Constitutional Convention in 1787.”

Obama’s speech makes an appearance in Americanah, Chimamanda 
Ngozi Adichie’s novel about immigration, race, and the United States, 
which also manages to speak to a nouveau Africa, technology, and 
romance, and the President’s words receive a mixed response from the 
characters. “It’s immoral to equate black grievance and white fear like 
this,” one comments, though not everyone agrees with him. He might 
be right, too, though he doesn’t turn out to be the most sympathetic of 

A novel of race and immigration draws 
US culture with comic precision

Discovering America

Americanah
by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie
Knopf, 2013

BookREVIEWS



Jonathan Bradley

American 69 Review

people. That’s the kind of novel Americanah is. 

Obama’s presidential bid in 2007 and 2008 is important as a 
background event in Americanah, not so much because the book is 
about American politics, but because a novel about race in America in 
the 21st century could not look away from proceedings so salient to its 
concerns. What, however, Americanah has to say to you about race in 
America might depend on where you come from.

Ifemelu is an assured and incisive Nigerian woman who moves to 
Philadelphia for university, not because she shares the romantic 
immigratory aspirations of her high school boyfriend, but because the 
civil institutions of her country disintegrate and the opportunity 
presents itself. When she arrives, she discovers what she later describes 
as “American tribalism”: the nation’s constructs of class, ideology, 
region, and race. The last of these is the most crucial. “I only became 
black when I came to America,” she will later explain. “I discovered 
race in America and it fascinated me.”

It might delight — or irritate — Americans to see their social 
structures dissected so blandly, but since Americanah is a book about 
the immigrant experience as well as the black experience, foreigners 
who have spent time in America will recognise the strange fictions of 
American society, as well as the American inability to recognise those 
fictions as something idiosyncratic to their own nation and a product 
of its particular history.
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Ifemelu starts a blog about race in the United States, and remarks 
in one post, “Americans assume that everyone will get their tribalism. 
But it takes a while to figure out.” Here is the nation’s insularity: even 
when Americans can recognise their social structures, they struggle to 
understand their artificiality: that there is no intrinsic reason, for 
instance, for new-world Spanish speakers to be, if they are in the United 
States, members of a new race called Hispanics. Or for African 
Americans to constitute a race that is in some ways more akin to a 
class. (As Ifemelu blogs, “In America’s public discourse, ‘Blacks’ as a 
whole are often lumped with ‘Poor Whites.’ Not ‘Poor Blacks and Poor 
Whites.’ But Blacks and Poor Whites.’ A curious thing indeed.’”)

Ifemelu’s blog, excerpted throughout the book, is sharply observed, 
but not so much as is Adichie’s novel. Americanah reverberates with 
an outsiders’ perceptiveness, and its America is clearer and more vivid 
as a result. Someone who understands what it is to “hunger ... to 
support a team at the Super Bowl, understand what a Twinkie was and 
what sports ‘lockouts’ meant, measure in ounces and square feet, order 
a ‘muffin’ without thinking that it really was a cake, and say ‘I “scored” 
a deal’ without feeling silly” is someone well-placed to spotlight the 
hypocrisies and superficialities of well-meaning white liberals 
(“Kimberly was smiling the kindly smile of people who thought 
‘culture’ the unfamiliar colorful reserve of colorful people, a word that 
always had to be qualified with ‘rich’”) or to comically illuminate 
American predilections thus:

And they ambled, these Americans, they walked without 
rhythm. They avoided giving direct instructions: they did not 
say “Ask somebody upstairs”; they said “You might want to 
ask somebody upstairs.” When you tripped and fell, when you 
choked, when misfortune befell you, they did not say “Sorry.” 
They said “Are you okay?” when it was obvious that you were 
not. And when you said “Sorry” to them when they choked or 
tripped or encountered misfortune, they replied, eyes wide with 
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surprise, “Oh, it’s not your fault.” And they overused the word 
“excited,” a professor excited about a new book, a student 
excited about a new class, a politician on TV excited about a 
law; it was altogether too much excitement. 

Even though she directs her attention to topics Americans find 
fraught and uncomfortable to discuss, Adichie’s prose eschews the 
stolid: her novel is delightfully and buoyantly narrated, her characters 
drawn as carefully as her social commentary. While Ifemelu builds a 
life in the United States, her high school boyfriend back in Nigeria, 
Obinze, charts an alternate path to success, and the potential for the 
story to become a romance reverberates through the background.

In the opening pages of Americanah, we learn that Ifemelu has 
decided to close her blog and return to Nigeria, a journey entirely at 
odds with American mythology surrounding the immigrant story. The 
United States is supposed to be a place where immigrants arrive, find 
opportunity, and become Americans, and even though throughout the 
nation’s history immigrants have travelled back and forth between the 
new world and the old, that complexity does not figure into the national 
self-conception.

It is characteristic, however, of Americanah’s willingness to resist 
easy narratives in favour of vivid truths. This openness and easy honesty 
makes this novel an insightful and compelling illustration of the 
contemporary United States and the globalised world it is nestled 
within. n
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