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The Realist

Why We Exist
By Robert W. Merry

T...his column was instituted as a reg-
ular feature of The National Inter-
est some seven years ago, but more 

recently it has appeared only from time to 
time. As the new editor of the magazine, 
my first decision was to reinstate it as a 
predictable element of every issue. So in the 
future you can expect to find it right here, 
at the front of the magazine, whenever you 
pick it up.

The reason is that we believe a magazine 
should stand for something, should rep-
resent a foundation of beliefs, whether it’s 
a particular mode of cooking, a particular 
set of business imperatives or a particular 
political philosophy. Our own foundation 
of beliefs is what we call realism in U.S. in-
ternational relations. That means we believe 
American foreign policy should be based 
upon real-world considerations—forces and 
pressures and passions that emanate from 
powerful factors of culture and geogra-
phy—and not grandiose notions of national 
greatness or gauzy dreams of moral certi-
tude conflating into historical inevitability. 

Realists have nothing against either na-
tional greatness or humanitarian impulses. 
Indeed, as Henry Kissinger wrote recent-
ly, “Stable orders require elements of both 

power and morality.” But realists believe a 
foreign policy based too heavily on imperial 
design or moral zeal invariably encounters 
actual-world realities that prove problematic 
at best, ruinous at worst. Hence, any sound 
foreign policy must carefully weigh and deal 
with those realities. 

There’s a corollary belief. Since mission-
ary zeal in foreign policy involves such a 
high risk of failure and unanticipated con-
sequence, realists oppose the expenditure 
of American blood on most projects of this 
nature. Americans shouldn’t die young on 
behalf of other nations’ interests or some 
flight of global ambition. If they must die 
young, as at times they are called upon to 
do, then it should be confined to matters 
of clear national interests and avoided for 
humanitarian purposes (except, perhaps, in 
rare instances involving true genocide that 
can be thwarted cleanly by intervention). 
American blood is too precious to be spilled 
for any other cause. 

What, then, are the challenges that merit 
the expenditure of American blood? In my 
2005 book Sands of Empire, I identified 
three broad categories of justification—to 
protect America’s homeland and immediate 
offshore interests; to protect Western civili-
zation, as America is the central state of the 
West; and to maintain, to the greatest ex-
tent feasible, stability in key strategic areas 
of the world. But the focus should be on 
creative and dexterous diplomacy in all of 
these challenges—in particular, maintaining 
a balance of power wherever possible—be-
fore the nation resorts to military action. 

Is this akin to isolationism? Nothing 
stings the consciousness of realists more 

Robert W. Merry is editor of The National Interest 
and the author of books on American history and 
foreign policy.
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than to have their outlook equated with 
isolationist sentiments, whether of the con-
servative variety of the 1920s and 1930s or 
the liberal version of the Vietnam War era. 
America is a great power with substantial 
global interests and a capacity—hence a 
responsibility—to help maintain stability 
around the world. Isolationism is not an 
option for America. 

In Sands of Empire, I sought to outline 
the elements of what I called “conservative 
interventionism,” which I put forth as the 
most flexible and least ideological of the 
foreign-policy doctrines. I wrote: 

At its best, it focuses on limited goals of stabil-
ity fostered through strength and balance-of-
power global politics. It accepts the world as it 
is and not as any collection of idealists might 
want it to be. It embraces the idea of Western 
civilization and assumes America is not only 
part of it but remains its primary protector. It 
extols American-style democracy and fosters it 
wherever it can take root but doesn’t consider 
its importation to be any kind of policy im-
perative.

I like to think that’s a pretty good sum-
mation of what we stand for. It will be 
seen most consistently and forcefully in this 
column, but it will also appear in the rest 
of the magazine and on our website. Still, 
we don’t want every article and argument 
to ring precisely the same bell, issue after 
issue in the magazine or day after day on 
the web. That’s not our idea of a worthy 
polemical symphony. We believe in lively 
dialogue and discourse, with cymbal crashes 
and the woodwinds answering the horns. 

Besides, we don’t believe we possess any 
kind of monopoly on truth, and hence we 
invite challenge in the marketplace of ideas. 
Indeed, we will be grateful for it, as that will 
ensure we are doing our part to stir lively 
and meaningful debate even as we project 
our own realist outlook in that ongoing 
discussion. 

There is an imperative in our mission, we 
believe, that goes beyond the mere articula-
tion of a point of view. I wouldn’t be very 
realistic if I were to suggest that foreign-
policy realism holds sway over U.S. policy 
making or even the country’s foreign-policy 
discourse. In fact, our point of view is in 
eclipse, overshadowed in the Republican 
Party by the neoconservative outlook and in 
the Democratic Party by a kind of neo-Wil-
sonism. One of the remarkable things about 
Barack Obama’s emergence as president was 
how little it changed the country’s funda-
mental foreign policy. Indeed, as Nikolas 
K. Gvosdev and Ray Takeyh suggest in this 
issue’s provocative cover article, we might 
actually be moving into a distinct postrealist 
era in U.S. foreign policy. 

But polls and other evidence suggest the 
American people are increasingly uncom-
fortable with Washington’s adventurism in 
places such as the Middle East and the Indi-
an subcontinent. At the dawn of American 
actions in support of nato’s Libyan mission, 
for example, fully 74 percent of respondents 
in one poll opposed American involvement. 
Another survey indicated 65 percent felt 
the United States had no responsibility to 
be involved there. By June 2011, those op-
posing Washington’s actions—mostly initial 
air support, with no boots on the ground—

Realists believe a foreign policy based too heavily on imperial 
design or moral zeal invariably encounters actual-world 
realities that prove problematic at best, ruinous at worst.
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reached 46 percent, with only 39 percent 
in favor. That September, another reading 
had 55 percent of respondents opposing 
military involvement in Libya while only 
30 percent favored it. 

This disparity between policy and 
American popular sentiment suggests 
there’s a missing element in the country’s 
foreign-policy discourse—a crisp, readily 
understood and ongoing articulation of 
the realist philosophy. In today’s contest 
for the Republican presidential nomina-
tion, there doesn’t seem to be a single 
self-conscious realist, with the possible ex-
ception of Jon Huntsman. Otherwise, the 
candidates seem mostly locked in neocon-
servative thinking, while Ron Paul strikes 
what seems like an isolationist pose. 

There isn’t much that can be done about 
this for the current electoral cycle. The dis-
parity will play out in the campaign in its 
own way. But this magazine sees its mission 
in part as probing, honing and articulating 
the realist philosophy so that candidates 
down the road, of either party, can turn to 
us for the arguments and language needed 
to gain resonance with the American people 
on foreign policy and craft an internation-
alist blueprint based on measured, sound 
and realistic precepts of American interven-
tionism. We think this has value in equal 

measure for those who share our philosophy 
and those who don’t but wish to know how 
the community of realists regards events of 
the world as they unfold. 

That’s why I am reintroducing The Real-
ist column as a regular feature of the maga-
zine, and ultimately that’s why we exist—to 
give voice to hallowed precepts of foreign 
policy that have guided the nation in the 
past, most notably during the Cold War, 
and which should serve as a powerful bea-
con of guidance into the future, however 
turbulent that future may be. n
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W....hen Operation Odyssey Dawn 
..commenced in the skies over 
Libya on March 19, 2011, it rep-

resented a major turnaround in U.S. policy. 
Only nine months earlier, U.S. ambassador 
Gene Cretz had characterized the regime as 
a “strategic ally” of the United States due to 
Libyan cooperation on counterterrorism and 
nonproliferation issues (and its halting, ten-
tative steps toward greater openness). Now 
Libya found itself on the receiving end of 
conventional U.S. military power for repress-
ing a civilian population agitating for gov-
ernmental change. Considerations that over 
the past sixty years might have stayed the 
hand of an earlier president—fears about re-
gime change leading to a hostile government 
taking power in an oil-rich and geostrategic 
Middle Eastern state, or concerns about the 
potential debilitating costs of intervention—
were set aside. And while Muammar el-Qa-
ddafi’s distant past as an international ren-
egade and sponsor of terrorism was invoked 
by Barack Obama, there was little effort 
to portray twenty-first-century Libya as a 
looming security threat to the United States. 
Indeed, given the more recent history of 
Libyan-American rapprochement, including 

Qaddafi’s active cooperation with the West 
in the struggle against al-Qaeda, such an at-
tempt would have rung hollow. Instead, the 
Obama team embraced Qaddafi’s treatment 
of his population as the central rationale for 
the operation.

This marks a fundamental break with 
past American emphasis on serious threats 
to U.S. national security as the prime mo-
tivation for action, especially armed inter-
vention. In making the case for war against 
Saddam Hussein in 2003, the Bush admin-
istration highlighted the Iraqi tyrant’s abuse 
of his citizens and his war crimes against 
Iran and the Kurds. But the case for invad-
ing Iraq rested not so much on humanitar-
ian concerns as on displacing a volatile actor 
who threatened core American security in-
terests. Saddam’s suspected depositories of 
unconventional weapons and his ties to 
terrorists became the central rallying cries of 
the proponents of coercive regime change, 
while humanitarian impulses to liberate an 
oppressed population were a secondary jus-
tification. In the case of Libya, however, no 
such national-security arguments were seri-
ously proffered in support of the necessity 
for military action. The Obama administra-
tion never suggested that its intervention 
was designed to redeem any critical national 
interests; as a matter of fact, outgoing de-
fense secretary Robert Gates loudly and re-
peatedly proclaimed that there were no vital 
interests at stake in Libya.

Moreover, the Libya operation took place 
against a backdrop of regional ferment 

Nikolas K. Gvosdev is a senior editor at The 
National Interest and a professor of national-
security studies at the U.S. Naval War College. 
Ray Takeyh is a senior fellow for Middle Eastern 
studies at the Council on Foreign Relations. The 
views expressed here are entirely those of the 
authors.

Decline of Western Realism

By Nikolas K. Gvosdev and Ray Takeyh
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that already had claimed the political lives 
of two close U.S. partners, Egypt’s Hosni 
Mubarak and Tunisia’s Zine el-Abidine Ben 
Ali, and was threatening to depose other 
American friends from Jordan to Yemen. 
Saddam Hussein had been an avowed 
enemy of the United States, which lent 
a certain geopolitical logic to George W. 
Bush’s invasion. But now Washington was 
demonstrating a willingness to side “with 
the street” against regimes that were pro-
American. Six years ago, writing in these 
pages, Dov Zakheim expressed the prevail-
ing U.S. outlook in dealing with friendly 
autocrats in the region: 

Given their steps, however halting, toward cre-
ating freer societies, their willingness to coun-
tenance a Middle East peace settlement and 
the virulent anti-Americanism of much of their 
opposition, it must be asked whether it is really 
in America’s interest to distance itself from such 
regimes. Constructive engagement with friends 
who are slow to respond but respond nonethe-
less is one thing; rejection is quite another.

The gap between that philosophy and 
recent U.S. actions poses some questions: 
Are we witnessing a subtle paradigm shift, 
where governments’ treatment of their citi-
zens, as opposed to their geopolitical con-
duct, is more important as a factor for U.S. 
policy? Does the Libya operation provide a 
model for low-cost, no-consequence inter-
ventions that Obama and other presidents 
may seek to employ elsewhere in the region 
and around the world? In short, has Amer-
ica entered a postrealist phase in its foreign 
policy, where it believes that it is possible 
to promote U.S. values at minimal cost to 
U.S. interests?

If these questions can be answered in the 
affirmative, then America could stand at the 
threshold of a new foreign-policy era domi-
nated by a twenty-first-century iteration of 
Wilsonism—the widespread application of 

American power on behalf of humanitarian 
ideals even when it risks compromising key 
interests. What this would mean for Ameri-
ca and the world remains an open question 
of profound dimension.

For decades, the specter of an Iran “lost” 
after the overthrow of the shah has 

hung over America’s Middle East policy. 
Washington saw how a revolution initially 
defined by calls for democracy and liber-
alization ended up ushering in an Islamic 
Republic bitterly hostile to U.S. interests. 
As Jeane Kirkpatrick concluded in Novem-
ber 1979:

The American effort to impose liberalization 
and democratization on a government con-
fronted with violent internal opposition not 
only failed, but actually assisted the coming to 
power of new regimes in which ordinary people 
enjoy fewer freedoms and less personal security 
than under the previous autocracy—regimes, 
moreover, hostile to American interests and 
policies.

While experiments with democracy could 
be tolerated in some parts of the world be-
cause vital U.S. interests were not at stake, 
there was no room for error in the Mid-
dle East during the Cold War. In January 
1980, Jimmy Carter made it explicit that 
the United States would respond, by mili-
tary means if necessary, to any “grave threat 
to the free movement of Middle East oil” to 
the Western world.

In the years following the rise of Aya-
tollah Ruhollah Khomeini, a generation 
of hereditary monarchs and authoritarian 
presidents throughout the Middle East con-
vinced Washington that, as much as their 
illiberal regimes might offend American 
democratic sensibilities, the alternatives 
would be worse—whether revolutionary re-
gimes more inclined to side with the Soviet 
Union or Islamists convinced that America 
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was indeed the Great Satan. The “Reagan 
Corollary” to the so-called “Carter Doc-
trine,” announced in October 1981, more 
explicitly committed the United States to 
preserving the internal stability of West-
ern partners in the region, beginning with 
Saudi Arabia and its ruling House of Saud.

The unelected, absolute monarch of a 
theocratic state seemed to be an unlikely 
partner for an American president who, in 
quoting Winston Churchill in 1982, had 
reaffirmed his commitment to establish-
ing “conditions of freedom and democ-
racy as rapidly as possible in all countries.” 
But when King Fahd visited Washington 
in 1985, he received no lectures about the 
urgent necessity to democratize his realm. 
Instead, Reagan took the view that the best 
way to promote democracy in the long run 
was to prevent countries from going com-
munist or Islamist in the short run. 

America’s experience in East Asia and 
Latin America during the Reagan years but-
tressed this approach. Over time, in places 

such as Chile, South Korea and Taiwan, 
authoritarian presidents created the frame-
works for gradual transitions to democracy 
without undermining their security rela-
tionships with the United States. Instead of 
siding with protestors calling for immediate 
democratic reform, Washington supported 

existing regimes in 
cracking down on 
the opposition, pro-
vided a long-term, 
gradualist program 
for change was being 
implemented.

So  the  Middle 
Eastern imperatives 
of geology and geog-
raphy conspired to 
disabuse American 
officialdom of any 
Wilsonian impulses 
to push for democra-
cy and human rights. 
The region’s oil was 
necessary for the free 
world’s economic vi-
tality, and its strategic 
outposts were needed 
for the containment 

of the Soviet and Iranian menaces. The con-
stellation of conservative monarchies and 
presidential dictatorships was important in 
subduing the radical clients of the Soviet 
Union; Saudi Arabia’s embrace of the mantle 
of the defenders of Islam was essential in 
negating Iran’s theocratic rage, while Saddam 
Hussein proved indispensible in checking 
Iran’s ambitions. And when Hussein himself 
sought to reorder the region’s politics more 
to his liking with his invasion of Kuwait in 
1990, the United States assembled an inter-
national coalition that ejected him from his 
conquest and crushed his military.

The U.S. strategy succeeded. After Egyp-
tian leader Anwar Sadat expelled some 
twenty thousand Soviet military “advis-
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ers” from his country in 1972, the Soviet 
Union never made substantial inroads into 
the Middle East. (While Syria remained 
a close client of Moscow, it could never 
aspire to play the same role as Egypt.) The 
radical Arab republics failed to dislodge the 
conservative order and nudge the region 
toward neutralism or, even worse, com-
munism. The region’s oil, especially after 
the collapse of oil prices in the 1980s, con-
tinued to lubricate the Western economic 
surge. The revisionist states of Iran and Iraq 
were confined in their boundaries, stripped 
of their ambitions for regional hegemony 
and power, and served as regional counter-
weights to each other. 

The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 
did not fundamentally alter the trajectory 
of U.S. policy. Replacing the “Red Men-
ace” was now the “Green Crescent”—fears 
that militantly anti-Western Islamist groups 
were on the march. When Algeria’s Islamists 
seemed on the verge of taking control of 
a key North African state after the results 
of the first round of elections in 1991, the 
West acquiesced in the Algerian military’s 
January 1992 decision to cancel further bal-
loting. In Egypt, the most populous state 
in the Arab world, a terror campaign by 
Al Gamaa al-Islamiyya to bring down the 
government by targeting police and for-
eign tourists reinforced the belief that the 
regime of Hosni Mubarak must get Amer-
ica’s unconditional support or Egypt could 
be “lost” to a hostile ideology. This was, 
remember, a time when Bill Clinton was 
hoping to expand the Middle East peace 
process by having more leaders—even if not 
democratically empowered—join Egypt in 
concluding peace treaties with Israel.

If preventing the Soviet Union from fur-
thering its toehold in the region was the 
paramount objective of earlier administra-
tions, the Clinton team focused on isolating 
the so-called “backlash states” that “seek to 
advance their agenda through terror, intol-

erance and coercion.” This propelled the 
United States to prevent the potential re-
surgence of Iraq, to prolong the policy of 
coercing Iran, and to continue to isolate 
bad actors such as Libya and Yemen. All this 
necessitated partnerships with authoritar-
ian monarchs and presidents and militated 
against any “third wave of democratization” 
in the Middle East to complement develop-
ments in Eastern Europe and Latin Ameri-
ca. But the Clinton administration was also 
uneasy about accepting the cold dictates 
of realism that rated interests over values. 
Hence, continued support for autocrats was 
justified by arguments that governments in 
the region lacked the skills to engineer tran-
sitions to democracy. That is why the U.S. 
government, working with private-sector 
democracy initiatives, began to churn out 
programs to train judges, publish guides 
on voting procedures and extend financial 
support for ngos that pledged their com-
mitment to liberal values (but which com-
manded very little popular support). Still, 
one heard little sustained public criticism 
about Egypt’s deformed politics, Saudi sup-
port for inflammatory Islam or a Persian 
Gulf order comfortable with its autocratic 
ways. 

Indeed, when Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa 
al-Thani removed his father and took con-
trol of Qatar in 1995, this coup d’état was 
quietly hailed as the possible beginning 
of a generational transfer of power in the 
Middle East that would bring younger, 
more liberal leaders to power. These expec-
tations were heightened when Bashar al-
Assad succeeded his father Hafez as presi-
dent in Syria in 2000 and quickly dropped 
hints about “reform.” This “Damascus 
Spring,” when liberal-leaning discussion 
groups sprang up in the capital, proved 
short-lived. But these assumptions helped 
define a strategy of accepting the status quo 
for the foreseeable future while training a 
group of democracy activists and waiting 
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for the next generation of supposedly more 
liberal leaders to take power. 

I t was perhaps inevitable that the trag-
edies of 9/11 would jolt the Washington 

establishment and call into question the 
value of America’s long-standing relation-
ships with regional despots. Indeed, the ar-
gument was soon advanced that the United 
States was being imperiled by the lack of 
democracy in the region, which nurtured 
a dysfunctional political culture serving as 
a feeding ground for organizations such 
as al-Qaeda. The approach embraced by 
previous administrations was explicitly re-
jected; the United States could not wait for 
generational change to “drain the swamp” 
through gradual reform and liberalization. 
Speaking in Cairo in 2005, Secretary of 
State Condoleezza Rice bluntly commented 
that “for sixty years, my country, the United 
States, pursued stability at the expense of 
democracy in this region here in the Middle 
East—and we achieved neither.”

But the use of U.S. power to promote 
democratic change through direct inter-
vention remained a contested proposition. 
In the past, concerns about costs to U.S. 
interests had always acted as a brake on 
American interventions unrelated to na-
tional interests. Large-scale interventions, 
particularly using conventional military 
forces to achieve forcible regime change, 
were expensive and risky. Reagan’s Grenada 
operation and George H. W. Bush’s Panama 
incursion were the exceptions, not the rule. 
The limitations of the Cold War also meant 
that large swaths of the world were effec-
tively “off-limits” for U.S. action. These 

considerations were very much evident in 
the arguments marshaled by former nation-
al-security adviser Brent Scowcroft in his 
famous Wall Street Journal op-ed of August 
2002, which decried the rush to war in Iraq. 

But the 1999 Kosovo operation marked 
a critical turning point in how Washington 
conceptualized the risks and opportunities 
of intervention. In contrast to the first Gulf 
War, which occurred with the concurrence 
of Moscow and Beijing, this action lacked 
their support. But opposition to military 
intervention in the former Yugoslavia wasn’t 
sufficient to prevent it from occurring. And 
the operation took place in a part of Europe 
that only ten years earlier would have been 
deemed a no-go area for nato forces. The 
apparent ease of the campaign—an air war 
that was nearly casualty free for the allies 
and produced a capitulation and transi-
tion without need of ground forces—also 
changed the intervention calculus in Wash-
ington, displacing the failed legacy of Viet-
nam with a belief that a “shock and awe” 
campaign could produce dramatic on-the-
ground transformations.

There was near unanimity in Washington 
that Saddam Hussein, as Scowcroft noted, 
was 

a menace. He terrorizes and brutalizes his 
own people. He has launched war on two of 
his neighbors. He devotes enormous effort to 
rebuilding his military forces and equipping 
them with weapons of mass destruction. We 
will all be better off when he is gone.

But there were very different ways to pros-
ecute the war. An invasion designed to de-

Mubarak, Qaddafi and others assumed that close cooperation with 
America’s security agenda would buy their regimes a certain degree 
of immunity from U.S. criticism and pressure. They were wrong.
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capitate the regime and ensure that Iraq was 
disarmed would look very different from 
a campaign aimed at reconstructing the 
country in the image of postwar Germany 
or Japan. So the subsidiary theme of the 
invasion was that removing Hussein would 
not be enough; a prospective democratic 
government in Baghdad would establish an 
inclusive polity that would be accountable 
at home and align itself with U.S. secu-
rity interests abroad, including concluding 
a peace treaty with Israel and aggressively 
containing Iran and Syria.

In some of his most eloquent speeches, 
George W. Bush cast aside the assertion 
that the Arab masses were ill equipped for 
self-determination and democratic account-
ability. But he also cautiously emphasized 
that America would safeguard its interests 
while redeeming its ideals. The assumption 

was that, starting in a reformed Iraq, an 
empowered Arab citizenry would choose 
leaders focused on fixing broken econo-
mies, addressing institutional decay and the 
consequences of the region’s demographic 

bulge—rather than striving to thwart U.S. 
security interests. To be sure, the process 
would be unsteady and sometimes tumul-
tuous, but in the end large areas of a new 
Middle East would be governed by popular-
ly elected regimes that would freely choose 
to join a U.S.-led global order as opposed to 
plotting against its norms. 

The first part of the Iraq invasion fulfilled 
the promise of Kosovo: Saddam Hussein 
was removed quickly with few coalition ca-
sualties. But securing the democratic peace 
in Iraq proved far more elusive, reawaken-
ing the ghost of Vietnam as more soldiers 
were killed and wounded and as costs kept 
rising (to a cumulative total of $1 trillion). 
And Iraqi elections have overwhelmingly 
empowered ethnosectarian parties whose 
leaders did not play out the role scripted for 
them by Washington. None of the grandi-

ose expectations of American officials were 
fulfilled. Indeed, from an unwillingness to 
condemn Hezbollah or Syria to the main-
tenance of close ties with Iran, first the 
Bush and now the Obama administrations 
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have expressed repeated frustrations with 
the government of Nuri al-Maliki.

Elsewhere the picture was similar. The 
2005 Cedar Revolution in Lebanon initial-
ly brought to the fore a pro-Western coali-
tion of parties but ended up strengthening 
Hezbollah’s hold on the country. The Bush 
administration’s flirtation with the proposi-
tion that promoting democracy advances 
American security in the Middle East came 
to a sudden end with the results of the 
January 2006 elections in the Palestinian 
territories. There was an air of unease about 
the entire situation, as the radical Islamist 
group, Hamas, seemed poised to undo the 
political hegemony of Fatah. In previous 
decades, Washington might have called for 
postponement of the elections or acqui-
esced to their rigging by Fatah to produce 
a more desirable government. However, the 
Bush administration had invested so much 
in its democratic advocacy that it almost 
had no choice but to watch the ballots 
being cast and hope for the best. When it 
was over, Hamas won seventy-four out of 
132 parliamentary seats and claimed the 
post of premiership. In due course, Pales-
tinian unity would fall apart, and Hamas 
would confine itself to Gaza, from which 
it would periodically launch missile attacks 
against Israel. Not for the first time, the 
Middle East escaped Washington’s pre-
ferred template and confronted the United 
States with choices and decisions that it 
had hoped to avert. 

In the aftermath of the Palestinian elec-
tions, the Bush administration’s democratic 
enterprise limped along, devoid of ambition 
or any clear agenda. Coercive pressure for 
reforms in places such as Egypt or Saudi 
Arabia was abandoned. The administration 
returned to “practical” issues—stabilizing 
Iraq, resuming the Israeli-Palestinian peace 
process and attempting to restrain Iran’s 
ambitions. The Bush team fell back on the 
earlier paradigm of relying on hereditary 

monarchs and authoritarian presidents to 
deliver stability in the region. The league of 
despots proved as useful to the Bush admin-
istration as it did to its predecessors. In a 
sense, realism seemed to have overwhelmed 
the ideological convulsions of post-9/11 
Washington.

The second half of the Bush adminis-
tration focused its efforts not on forcible 
regime change but on regime rehabilitation 
followed by gradual liberalizing ameliora-
tion: cultivating liberalizing autocrats who 
could retain control over the process and 
keep U.S. security interests intact but who 
would lay the groundwork for an eventual 
democratic transition. As Zakheim noted:

Brandishing “democracy” like a sword over the 
rulers of other nations, distancing itself even 
from those rulers who initiate reforms, on the 
grounds that they are moving too slowly, and 
creating an atmosphere that leads them to be-
lieve that they will be destabilized if not force-
fully removed, will not enable the United States 
to achieve its objectives in the Middle East.

The U.S.-Libya relationship became the 
incubator of this approach after Qaddafi 
renounced state support for terror activities, 
ended Libya’s embryonic mass-destruction 
weapons program and aligned Libya with 
Western interests. This laid the basis for 
Tripoli’s rapprochement with Washington, 
a policy that enjoyed strong bipartisan sup-
port in the U.S. Congress. In 2007, the late 
Tom Lantos, chairman of the House For-
eign Affairs Committee, concluded: 

I am very proud of America’s success in con-
vincing Qadhafi to become a decent citizen of 
the global community. . . . Our engagement 
with Qadhafi and the prosperity it has brought 
Libya serves as a model to countries currently 
sponsoring terror or compiling weapons of 
mass destruction. They should know that they, 
too, can come in from the cold.



Decline of Western Realism 15January/February 2012

In dealing with hereditary politics in the 
Middle East, the United States held out 
hope that the Taiwan scenario (the passage 
of power from an autocratic father to a 
more liberalizing son) might be duplicat-
ed in the region—especially when it came 
to two sons, Seif al-Islam el-Qaddafi and 
Gamal Mubarak, who were seen as liberal-
izing “heirs-in-waiting” to take over Libya 
and Egypt from their elderly fathers. Hav-
ing younger, Western-educated sons take 
control from aging parents seemed the best 
way to encourage democratization in the 
Middle East.

For its first two years, the Obama admin-
istration continued to adhere to this script. 
Then a university-educated fruit seller in 
Tunisia immolated himself, and everything 
changed.

The Arab Spring was bound to present 
the United States with stark choices. Sud-
denly a regional revolt in the name of de-
mocracy and accountability confronted pli-
able American allies who sought to cloak 
their repressive tendencies in the name of 
resisting Islamic radicalism. Mubarak, Qad-
dafi and others threatened by revolts from 
below had assumed that close cooperation 
with America’s security agenda for the Mid-
dle East would buy their regimes a certain 
degree of immunity from U.S. criticism and 
pressure. They were wrong.

Initially, many expected the Obama 
team to embrace the two-track approach 
undertaken by earlier administrations in 
other parts of the world, particularly in East 
Asia during the 1980s: up-front backing 
for an embattled leader to take whatever 
steps were needed to secure his regime and 
restore order with a promise to initiate re-
forms over the long term. Indeed, the initial 
responses of the Obama administration to 
unrest in Egypt seemed to indicate that 
Washington might follow the script that 
Ronald Reagan and his team crafted to deal 
with Chun Doo Hwan of South Korea: 

getting a leader to first accept term limits 
for office, then slowly laying the ground-
work for the transition that culminated 
in the 1987 elections. But when Obama’s 
special envoy to Egypt, Frank Wisner, ex-
pressed support for the old approach, his 
remarks were repudiated in Washington, 
and Obama abruptly changed course to 
push for Mubarak’s complete and immedi-
ate removal. 

Realist voices in the administration raised 
all the traditional cautionary flags. But they 
were brushed aside. In Egypt, the notion 
that any post-Mubarak government would 
be less sensitive to core U.S. interests was 
seen as a condition that Washington would 
have to live with; in earlier times it was con-
sidered an eventuality to be crushed. The 
concerns that Libya might disintegrate as a 
nation-state, facilitating the rise of Islamist 
militants in ungoverned spaces, were set 
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aside for the benefit of preventing a feared 
humanitarian crisis. Certainly, by the end of 
2011, political figures and movements that 
the United States worked hard for decades 
to keep away from the levers of power—the 
Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, members of 
the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group, Libyan 
Islamists, Rachid al-Ghannouchi in Tuni-
sia—were all playing roles in the postdicta-
tor political arena.

Undoubtedly the death of Osama bin 
Laden, the successful elimination of other 
key al-Qaeda leaders and operatives, and 
the belief that al-Qaeda was “losing its 
struggle for relevance” in the region, to 
quote from Obama’s May 2011 address 
at the State Department, contributed to 
the assessment that backing revolutionary 
ferment in the Arab world would not au-
tomatically hand power over to an impla-
cable foe of the United States. Obama has 
expressed his optimism that successor re-
gimes will not seek to alter fundamentally 
their countries’ ongoing cooperation with 
the United States, particularly in continu-
ing efforts to combat terrorism and broker 
a lasting Middle East peace settlement. He 
has declared that “America’s interests are not 
hostile to peoples’ hopes; they’re essential 
to them.” But it remains a big question 
whether Islamists will undergo a democratic 
transformation and eventually create mod-
erate governments.

Indeed, there has been a real shift in 
American attitudes, a willingness to take 
the risks of losing short-term security ad-
vantages in favor of encouraging long-term 
societal change. To be sure, such a para-
digm shift is not categorical or complete. 

America’s foreign policy is never without 
its inconsistencies and contradictions. 
Washington continues to cater to Saudi 
sensibilities, and it looked askance as Ri-
yadh marched into Bahrain to buttress its 
Sunni satrap through continued repression 
of the majority Shia population. The fact 
that the Gulf monarchies demonstrated 
limited appetite for viable political reforms 
has not elicited loud American objections. 
The need for Gulf oil and military bases 
and the common cause of containing a 
recalcitrant Iran continue to overwhelm 
Washington’s democratic penchants. 
Nonetheless, a new tendency has fractured 
America’s long-held realism in the Middle 
East. How these states conduct their in-
ternal affairs and treat their citizens will be 
taken into account as the United States de-
termines its alliances, shifts its loyalties and 
considers its interests. No country has ever 
conducted its policy solely on the basis of 
humanitarian considerations, but, given 
the events of the past year, they are poised 
to exercise more influence over decision 
making than ever before.

A foreign-policy doctrine must be suited 
for its times, tailored to exploit avail-

able opportunities, and flexible enough to 
take advantage of sudden and subtle shifts 
in the international system. Many critics 
allege that realism is hardly suitable for the 
changing regional landscape confronting 
Washington today, that America needs a 
foreign policy based on values, and that 
embracing and encouraging rapid political 
change throughout the Middle East is both 
necessary and desirable.

There has been a real shift in American attitudes, a willingness 
to take the risks of losing short-term security advantages 

in favor of encouraging long-term societal change.
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But what is to be done if change must 
be nudged or forced? The 2003 Iraq War 
vindicated many realist objections, but the 
apparent success of the 2011 Libya op-
eration—which ended up deposing Qad-
dafi from power without the loss of a single 
American life and without any serious rup-
ture in U.S. relations with other powers—
begs the question as to whether the Obama 
administration wants to enter a postrealist 
era where the old trade-offs between pur-
suing American ideals and securing U.S. 
interests are no longer relevant.

In the past, debates over the advisability 
of intervention were driven by two consid-
erations: the potential cost of the proposed 
action and the likelihood that it would pre-
cipitate a clash with another major power. 
Obama acknowledged as much in March 
2011 when he observed: “Given the costs 
and risks of intervention, we must always 
measure our interests against the need for 
action. But that cannot be an argument for 
never acting on behalf of what’s right.” The 
Arab Spring could offer the United States 
a template for future limited interventions 
that could uphold American values without 
exacting much cost in return. 

One of the factors that may be driving 
the administration’s confidence that a new 
era of interventionism is warranted comes 
from the reality that so-called “rogue re-
gimes” around the world are under a new 
set of pressures. In the 1990s, regimes from 
Iran to Cuba found relief from unilateral 
U.S. sanctions and pressure by turning to 
European states that were willing to contin-
ue engagement. The Europeans embraced 
a policy of critical dialogue, which stressed 
that through diplomatic discussions and 
economic incentives rogue regimes could 
be persuaded to modify their behavior. The 
proponents of such an outlook argued that 
even rogue states contain factions of moder-
ates and pragmatists that serve as potential 
interlocutors. From this perspective, an in-

clusive approach was designed to empower 
the pragmatists and diminish the standing 
of the hard-liners. Clever despots could 
exploit the divergence between the United 
States and Europe, as punitive U.S. mea-
sures were frequently undermined by a Eu-
ropean policy of commerce and dialogue. 
Meanwhile, U.S. pressure on Europe, mani-
fested primarily through the imposition 
of secondary sanctions on European firms 
doing business in places such as Tehran and 
Havana, often backfired.

During the first years of the Bush ad-
ministration, transatlantic ties were aggra-
vated over a whole host of issues, ranging 
from climate change to the Iraq invasion. 
In particular, the United States and sev-
eral of its key allies in Europe, especially 
Germany and France, saw the Middle East 
from vastly different perspectives. Yet dur-
ing the latter part of the Bush presiden-
cy, the first signs of convergence began to 
emerge. Once the allies put the divisive 
issue of Iraq behind them, they found much 
common ground. Washington accepted the 
need for international coalitions to deal 
with regional problems, and a new gen-
eration of European leaders such as France’s 
Nicolas Sarkozy began to see that financial 
incentives and soothing words were unlikely 
to temper hardened ideologues. 

What the Arab Spring has demonstrated 
is that many autocratic regimes around the 
world are particularly vulnerable to protest 
movements that originate in concerns about 
poor economic prospects. The despots of 
anemic economies cannot pay off their re-
volting masses if sanctions prevent them 
from selling their commodities or raising 
loans once easily available from Paris or 
London. Over the last several years, Euro-
pean governments began to place a greater 
emphasis on values over business interests, 
imposing stronger economic sanctions on 
illiberal regimes even when European eco-
nomic interests could be negatively affected. 
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While traditional concerns of statecraft—
among them access to energy and security 
cooperation—remain key motives for both 
American and European policy in the Mid-
dle East, the question of how governments 
in the region treat 
their populations 
is gaining traction 
as a point which 
must be given 
equal consider-
ation. The emer-
gence of a broad 
transatlantic con-
sensus makes it 
harder for other 
power centers to 
wholehear tedly 
oppose all inter-
ventions.

Thus, there is 
a growing per-
ception that con-
certed opposition 
to any new hu-
manitarian inter-
ventions will be 
limited. Certainly, 
while other great 
powers such as 
China, India or 
Russia may not join the effort, just as they 
abstained from the Security Council vote 
that authorized the Libya no-fly zone, it is 
not entirely clear that Beijing, New Delhi 
or Moscow would risk frayed relations with 
the West in order to prevent such opera-
tions from going forward in areas of the 
world where they do not have fundamental 
interests. This outlook may be summarized 
as: let the Western countries expend their 
blood and treasure if they wish. A Beijing, 
for instance, that still remains preoccupied 
with domestic economic growth and stabil-
ity will not be handing out blanket security 
commitments to authoritarian governments 

around the world with any sort of guar-
antee that is equivalent to nato’s famed 
Article 5. Of course, there will be excep-
tions involving countries in their immediate 
neighborhood. Russia, for example, might 

assent to a nato 
mission in Libya 
b u t  b e  m u c h 
more hostile to 
an intervention in 
Central Asia seek-
ing to displace a 
pro-Russian gov-
ernment. 

But what of the 
times when Rus-
sian and Chinese 
opposition in the 
Security Council 
has seemingly tor-
pedoed calls for 
intervention or 
otherwise watered 
down its provi-
sions? To some 
extent, this has 
served as a con-
venient  excuse 
when the Western 
powers themselves 
have been unsure 

or unwilling to get involved, such as in 
Darfur. But as we have seen in recent years, 
when the United States is particularly com-
mitted to action, these countries begin to 
give ground, allowing for an opening wedge 
to emerge that could serve as justification 
for intervention. 

In addition, China has discovered that it 
can retain and perhaps expand its influence 
even after an intervention creates a suppos-
edly “pro-Western” government. China has 
much greater access to the Iraqi oil industry 
in the wake of the U.S. invasion than it 
did during the days of Saddam Hussein. 
Beijing counts on the attractiveness of its 
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terms for economic engagement; govern-
ments unable or unwilling to meet Western 
criteria have found in China an alterna-
tive partner for economic development. 
An interesting test will be whether, despite 
early criticisms of Beijing for its lack of 
support for intervention against Qaddafi, 
a new Libyan government ends up turning 
to China for the same reason that has led 
so many other states in Africa and Latin 
America to do so in the recent past: the 
country’s no-strings-attached aid and devel-
opment policies. If this happens, it would 
further diminish China’s appetite for try-
ing to directly challenge U.S. interventions 
around the world.

Finally, there is the ongoing revolution in 
military affairs—particularly the emergence 
of new technologies such as unmanned 
drones and advances in cyberwarfare—that 
hold out the promise of low-cost interven-
tions that do not require a large conven-
tional force. The Libya operation is esti-
mated to have cost only $1 billion, a trifle 
compared to what has been spent in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. The Obama national-se-
curity team has embraced Libya as a useful 
example in these times of budget auster-
ity for facilitating U.S. values and interests 
around the world. Deputy national-security 
adviser Ben Rhodes commented: 

When we came to office you had a situation 
where there were very large U.S. military foot-
prints in Iraq and Afghanistan. And what we’re 
moving towards is a far more targeted use of 
force in which we apply direct power against . 
. . those who pose a direct threat to the Unit-
ed States and then galvanize collective action 
against global security challenges.

Instead of relying upon large concentrations 
of ground forces to deliver knockout blows, 

the belief is that a combination of air power 
and special-forces units allows for small, 
light-footprint, rapid-strike missions that 
take out an opposing regime.

If, in order to alleviate concerns about 
costs, the United States in the future will be 
forgoing large-scale interventions in favor of 
covert actions and small-scale special mili-
tary operations, then it suggests that a post-
realist approach will focus on taking steps 
that are likely to produce a satisfactory out-
come rather than guarantee an optimal one. 

If the current situation holds—that no 
durable anti-American coalition is emerging 
to put checks on the exercise of U.S. power 
around the globe—then the postrealist view 
may gain greater traction. The strictures of 
the Cold War imposed a certain discipline 
on the process of deciding whether and 
when to intervene militarily in a given con-
flict. Intervention in some states was ruled 
out for reasons of geography—in the case 
of close proximity to the Soviet Union, for 
instance. Security considerations governed 
other situations. There was a reluctance to 
take action against a reasonably pro-West-
ern, authoritarian regime for fear that it 
might be replaced by a pro-Soviet successor. 
None of these considerations is weighing on 
the minds of policy makers today.

Instead, if an intervention can be sold 
to policy makers as quick and inexpensive, 
with little likelihood that other major pow-
ers will significantly raise the cost of ac-
tion, the propensity for intervention rises. 
In addition, if policy makers believe that 
the successor government is likely to be 
no worse than, or even better than, the 
status quo, then the path to intervention is 
cleared. After laboring for several years to 
wind down the Bush legacy in international 
affairs, the Obama team may be prepared to 
start implementing this new approach. n
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At last fall’s Valdai Discussion Club, 
..the annual Moscow session where 
...Russian leaders meet with West-

ern journalists and academics, Vladimir 
Vladimirovich Putin made clear he would 
issue no apologies for his recent maneuver 
to reclaim the Russian presidency from his 
protégé, Dmitri Medvedev, and dominate 
his country’s politics for perhaps the next 
dozen years. Responding to one question, 
he declared, “I do not need to prove any-
thing to anyone.”

Such defiance reflects two central ele-
ments of the Putin persona: his firm convic-
tion that his personal destiny is intertwined 
with that of his country; and his resolve to 
fashion the Russian destiny through slow, 
methodical decision making over a long 
period of time. In past public appearances, 
Putin has made repeated references to one 
of his Russian heroes, Pyotr Stolypin, the 
reformist prime minister under the last czar, 
Nicholas II, who also favored measured, 
evolutionary change; and to his American 
model, Franklin D. Roosevelt, who brushed 
aside the unwritten two-term presidential 
limit that had guided all U.S. executive 
leaders up to his time. At one point at the 
recent Valdai conference, Putin was asked 
directly about these references to Stolypin 

and Roosevelt, both of whom, noted the 
questioner, “did not survive to see their 
projects through.”

Putin did not miss a beat. “Well,” he in-
terjected, to a smattering of nervous laugh-
ter, “don’t go planning my funeral just yet.” 
Clearly, he does not conceive of the next 
phase of Russia’s history moving forward 
without him.

Putin is back, or almost assuredly will be 
back, as Russian president in 2012. Not-
withstanding all his time as Russian presi-
dent or as the stealthy power behind the 
presidency, Putin remains a shadowy and 
inaccessible figure. This is not by accident, 
given that he has invested extraordinary 
efforts into hiding his true identity. There 
are large discrepancies in his official narra-
tive—not surprising, perhaps, for a former 
kgb case officer adept at masking his real 
self as well as, sometimes, his very existence. 
His kgb role, including his East German 
service in Dresden, remains a mystery. Little 
is known even of his activities as deputy 
mayor of St. Petersburg. So little, in fact, 
that to our knowledge there may be only 
one published photo of the man from this 
important period of his official career. This 
is a striking contrast to his more recent 
penchant for projecting his political persona 
widely through photographs.

This vague biography prior to Putin’s Au-
gust 1996 arrival in Moscow contributed to 
another aspect of his career—a widespread 
tendency on the part of others to underes-
timate him. Seemingly lacking a firm iden-
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tity or ideology, Putin was seen as a “quiet 
Chekist” who could easily “disappear in a 
crowd of two,” as Russia expert Pavel Baev 
once put it. He seemed to have a knack for 
getting others to construct their own ver-
sions of what they wanted him to be and 
did not seem overly concerned about the 
result. When Putin first joined the Russian 
government, former acquaintances widely 
dismissed him as a second-rate figure. He 
was “a mediocrity,” as a senior official from 
Helsinki put it. He was also called a pup-
pet of the “Yeltsin family” (the entourage 
a round  fo r -
mer Russ ian 
president Boris 
Yeltsin), a tool 
of the security 
services (silovi-
ki) or simply 
a “kgb thug” 
motivated by 
lust for money.

N o n e  o f 
this  was ac-
curate. Putin 
turned out to 
be much more 
impor t an t—
and more com-
p l e x — t h a n 
a lmos t  any -
one perceived 
a dozen years 
ago. As presi-
dent and pre-
mier, he is one 
of the longest 
serving leaders 
in postczarist 
Russian histo-
ry. As the 2012 Russian presidential election 
approaches, Putin has put himself forward 
as a critical protagonist in Russia’s histori-
cal narrative. We propose here to offer a 
portrait of the man from official biographi-

cal accounts, his numerous interviews and 
speeches, our personal interactions with 
individuals who have known and worked 
with him, and our participation in the an-
nual Valdai sessions. These offer an image 
of Putin as a student of Russian history who 
is moving increasingly into the dangerous 
territory of writer, manufacturer and ma-
nipulator of history.

Indeed, any effort to understand Vladi-
mir Putin must begin with the man of his-
tory. For Putin, the interpretation and re-
interpretation of history is a crucial matter. 

History was his 
favorite sub-
ject in school, 
and he remains 
an avid reader 
today. He ap-
preciates the 
power of “use-
fu l  h i s tory,” 
the application 
of history as a 
policy tool, as 
a social and po-
litical organiz-
ing force that 
can help shape 
group identi-
ties and foster 
coalitions. At 
the September 
2010 Valda i 
Club confer-
ence, Russian 
deputy prime 
minister Igor 
Shuvalov told 
the group that 
Putin and his 

team “are good students of Russian his-
tory. We’ve studied it and learned lessons 
from it.” In late October 2011, in a Reuters 
interview, Putin’s press secretary Dmitri Pes-
kov stressed that “Putin reads all the time, 
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mostly about the history of Russia. He reads 
memoirs, the memoirs of Russian histori-
cal state figures.” For Putin, history is both 
personal and personalized—focused on in-
dividuals and their actions rather than on 
political, social and economic forces.

During a September 2005 Valdai Club 
lunch with Putin in the Kremlin, partici-
pants noted the prominent placement of 
busts and pictures of the great czarist-era re-
formers in his public-private area. In 2008, 
the Kremlin and the Russian government 
conducted a national contest in which Rus-
sian citizens chose “the most important per-
sons in Russian history.” The contest un-
folded according to an elimination-round 
format in which each round’s highest vote 
getters would be pitted against one another 
in subsequent rounds. The top designee 
turned out to be Alexander Nevsky, thir-
teenth-century grand prince of Vladimir 
and one of the most significant early Rus-
sian rulers, declared a saint by the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church. Number two was 
Stolypin, who resigned after a series of po-
litical setbacks and was subsequently assas-
sinated. As a number of prominent Russian 
commentators pointed out at the time of 
the contest, it was fixed. Independent polls 
showed that few Russians considered these 
two figures even in the top twenty-five. 
The regime manufactured their popularity 
for its own purposes. But it was a hard sell. 
Stolypin had been denigrated in the Soviet 
era and depicted as a brutal repressor of the 
people. Yet Stolypin has since become Pu-
tin’s role model of choice, a historical figure 
who justifies both Putin’s policies as prime 
minister and his program for the further 
development of Russia.

Putin, it seems, has embraced Pyotr 
Stolypin as the model for his current pre-
miership and putative future presidency be-
cause Stolypin tried to accomplish the po-
litical, economic and social transformation 
of Russia through nonrevolutionary means. 

Putin’s favorite quote these days is, “We do 
not need great upheavals. We need a great 
Russia,” a paraphrase of Stolypin’s famous 
rebuke to his fellow Duma deputies in 1907: 
“You, gentlemen, are in need of great up-
heavals; we are in need of Great Russia.” At 
the 2011 Valdai meetings, as in previous ses-
sions, Putin made frequent references to the 
importance of gradual, evolutionary change.

But there are risks in this effort to manu-
facture and manipulate history for purposes 
of the present. History can be stubborn in 
its details. Stolypin, for example, did not 
succeed in transforming Russia through 
steady, well-planned actions after Russia was 
humiliated in the 1904–05 Russo-Japanese 
War and shaken by revolutionary turmoil. 
He repeatedly dissolved the Russian parlia-
ment after clashing with its more radical 
members, and Czar Nicholas II famously 
grew weary of the constitutional monarchy 
and tentative parliamentary democracy that 
Stolypin tried to lead. Putin and Stolypin 
have many more differences than similari-
ties, and it would be rash to suggest that 
Putin is predestined to share Stolypin’s fate, 
politically or personally. But in a general 
sense, Putin does face the same dilemma 
as Stolypin: before he can shape the future 
and make it into history as he envisions it, 
he has to deal with the political exigencies 
of the present. The past teaches us that the 
forces and pressures of politics sometimes 
go their own way despite carefully calibrat-
ed efforts to channel them. The disappoint-
ing results for Putin’s United Russia party 
in the recent parliamentary elections are 
a reminder of that lesson. Putin expected 
voters to elect a thoroughly supportive par-
liament for his upcoming presidency. The 
newly elected Duma will not be as docile 
as he had planned. The challenge in script-
ing history is getting the real-world actors 
to understand and play their parts. Putin 
knows and plays his role. His people seem 
less willing to play theirs.
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Still, Putin demands his place in Russian 
history, which makes him a man of mark 
in our time. He is one who deserves to be 
better understood. His outlook has been 
shaped by many influences, among them 
the archetypical Russian mentality as well 
as his early life; kgb training and service in 
East Germany; experiences in St. Petersburg 
in the 1990s; early days behind the political 
scenes in Moscow; and his time at the helm 
of the Russian nation. The force of history 
is a strong current that flows through all of 
these. To pull them together into a portrait 
of the man, we shall look at the Russian 
prime minister in five guises—Putin the 
statist, Putin the survivalist, Putin the out-
sider, Putin the free marketeer and Putin 
the case officer.

Statist: On December 29, 1999, the of-
ficial website of the Russian government 

posted a document under the signature of 
then prime minister Vladimir Putin: “Rus-
sia at the Turn of the Millennium.” Two 
days later, Russian president Boris Yeltsin 
appeared on national television and de-
clared his resignation. He said he would 
hand over power to Putin, whose treatise 
quickly became known as the Millennium 
Manifesto. This was Putin’s mission state-
ment, suffused with lessons of history.

A central point of the manifesto was that 
Russia, throughout its history, had lost its 
status when its people were divided, when 
they lost sight of the common values that 
united them and distinguished them from 
other nations. Since the fall of communism, 
Putin asserted, Russians had embraced per-
sonal rights and freedoms, including free-
dom of personal expression and freedom to 
travel abroad. These universal values were 
fine, but they were not Russian. Nor would 
they be enough to ensure the survival of the 
nation. There were other, distinctly Rus-
sian values that were at the core of what 
Putin called the “Russian idea.” Those val-

ues were patriotism, collectivism and soli-
darity, derzhavnost’ (the belief that Russia 
is always destined to be a strong state and 
great power), and the untranslatable gosu-
darstvennichestvo, which essentially puts the 
state at the heart of everything.

Russia is not America or Britain, with 
their historically liberal traditions. Putin 
said: 

For us, the state and its institutions and struc-
tures have always played an exceptionally im-
portant role in the life of the country and the 
people. For Russians, a strong state is not an 
anomaly to fight against. Quite the contrary, it 
is the source and guarantor of order, the initia-
tor and the main driving force of any change. . 
. . Society desires the restoration of the guiding 
and regulating role of the state.

Putin promised to restore that role. He de-
clared himself to be a gosudarstvennik—a 
man of the state, a servant of the state, a 
builder of the state.

The state, or gosudarstvo, has a very spe-
cific meaning for Russians. In Russia, as 
in France, Germany and other great Eu-
ropean powers, the state is personified—
Mother Russia, the motherland, Mat’ Ros-
siya or Rodina. The twist in Russia is that 
while Mother Russia must be protected, 
she does not necessarily protect you. In the 
United States, the state exists to protect 
the rights of the individual. In Russia, the 
state is primary. The state stands above the 
individual, who is subordinate to the state 
and its interests. The fact that Putin is a 
gosudarstvennik, a person who believes that 
Russia must be and must have a strong 
state—and thus a strong state apparatus—
seems to be the most obvious thing to say 
about a former kgb operative. He is hardly 
unique among other leading Russian fig-
ures in being committed to statist goals, 
and Putin’s statist traits have been explored 
in other biographical analyses. More inter-
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Stolypin: Man on Putin’s Mind
Pyotr Arkadievich Stolypin, frequently mentioned by Vladimir Putin as someone 

he seeks to emulate, served as prime minister of Russia from 1906 to 1911 under 
the country’s last czar, Nicholas II. Born in Dresden, Saxony, in 1862, this scion of 
a Russian aristocratic family grew up in what is now Lithuania, was educated at St. 
Petersburg University and entered government service in 1885. He gained promi-
nence as governor of the province of Saratov, where, in contrast to his fellow gover-
nors, he managed to maintain control in the face of the 1905 political unrest. The 
apparent secret to Stolypin’s success was his forceful and unhesitating use of direct 
police methods. Suspected rebellion ringleaders were punished quickly, even pre-
emptively. It was said that Stolypin kept a police file on every adult male in Saratov. 

Stolypin’s Saratov triumphs earned him appointments as interior (police) min-
ister and then prime minister. Initially, Stolypin sought to follow his Saratov ap-
proach at the national level. Thousands of suspected revolutionaries were arrested, 
tried, convicted, and exiled or executed in the first months of his tenure. For 
decades the most widely known references to Stolypin were the “Stolypin wagon” 
(railcars carrying prisoners or exiles) and “Stolypin’s necktie” (the gallows). But, 
Stolypin later shifted course and tried to defuse popular discontent through selec-
tive and measured reform. He advocated land reform to create a class of wealthier, 
progovernment peasants as well as improvement in the conditions of the urban 
working class and decentralization of political power to local governments. The 
watchword was gradual, controlled reform combined with continued swift and 
rough justice for those seeking to overthrow the government. 

Stolypin resigned his position in the wake of a legislative defeat and shortly 
thereafter was killed by an assassin during an opera performance in Kiev. The as-
sassin, Dmitri Bogrov, a radical leftist and agent of the Russian secret police, shot 
Stolypin in the arm and chest. As people rushed to assist him, he reportedly de-
clared, “I am happy to die for the Czar.” Then he signaled to the czar, seated in 
his box above, to leave the premises. The czar remained, and Stolypin elaborately 
gestured a sign of the cross in his leader’s direction. His death came four days later, 
on September 18, 1911. 

Historians have debated Stolypin’s legacy. Some argue that his reforms were un-
realistic and thus doomed to fail, while his actions against rebellion constituted an 
unjustifiable repression. Others suggest his conservative reformism was what the 
country needed in that turbulent time and that he would have succeeded had he 
managed to retain his government position and had Russian history not been pro-
foundly altered by the eruptions of World War I and the subsequent Russian Revo-
lution. But historians generally have viewed Stolypin as a statesman who recog-
nized the rising demands for political change and sought to preserve the traditional 
Russian monarchy by allowing a degree of popular participation in Russian politics.
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esting is the way in which Putin’s thinking 
about the state seems to be influenced by 
his reading and his interpretation of Rus-
sian history.

For Putin, history reinforces the impor-
tance of serving the state and of the eternal 
nature of the state versus the ephemeral 
nature of the individual. At the same time, 
none of Putin’s ideas of history are particu-
larly new. He has appropriated and synthe-
sized—with the help of Kremlin ideologue 
Vladislav Surkov and others—ideas with 
long historical roots that were revisited in 
Russia in the 1980s and particularly in the 
1990s. In 1996, Boris Yeltsin set up an 
official group, headed by prominent po-
litical thinker Georgy Satarov, to figure out 
how to create a “new Russian idea” as the 
ideological touchstone for a renewed “Great 
Russia” after the collapse of the Soviet 
Union. The group faded into oblivion after 
a brief period of half-hearted debate, but a 
slew of important books and articles, span-
ning a century of Russian political thought, 
was republished, along with some paler re-
flections and reformulations by contem-
porary writers. As Vladimir Lukin, former 
Russian ambassador to the United States, 
remarked in 1998, “We’re now all reading 
from the same reading list.”

Putin’s novel contribution was to synthe-
size that reading list into a creative contem-
porary fusion of czarist and Soviet ideas. 
While Putin’s interpretations of the history 
and idea of the state are difficult for non-
Russians to grasp, they have broad reso-
nance in Russia. They include Eurasianism 
(an old effort dating back to the czars to 
justify Russia’s rule over the vast multiethnic 

space of its empire); a fervent reembrace 
of the Russian Orthodox Church and its 
theology; “sovereign democracy” (Putin’s 
strained reformulation of the czarist-era 
concept of autocracy with a democratic 
twist); and narodnost, the celebration of the 
spirit and essence of being Russian—which 
refers to the narod or the collective Russian 
people.

Putin has drawn one very important con-
clusion from his reading of Russia’s long 
history: the danger of repeated “times of 
troubles” that have risked the collapse or 
disintegration (raspad or razval) of the Rus-
sian state. Putin is obsessed with unity and 
avoiding the dangers of splintering and frac-
turing in politics. Those sentiments appear 
repeatedly in his pronouncements. The rul-
ing party is Edinnaya Rossiya, United Russia 
(really “single” Russia or “the one Russia”). 
Putin wants Russians and Russia to be the 
same as he is, one strong personality with 
multiple facets, not multiple personalities. 
In his mind, there are no more famous 
historical Russian conflicts between Slavo-
philes and Westernizers, Whites and Reds, 
Left and Right, liberals and fascists; no kgb 
pitted against ordinary Russians, the perpe-
trators against the victims of the purges and 
the Gulag; no ethnic Russians clashing with 
minorities. Everyone is in this together, and 
everyone together must support the state, 
Mother Russia.

Survivalist: For Putin, history is very per-
sonal. He comes from a family of survi-

vors of one of the blackest periods in Rus-
sian and Soviet history. In World War II, his 
father, serving in a special-forces unit that 

Putin wants Russians and Russia to be the 
same as he is, one strong personality with 
multiple facets, not multiple personalities.
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operated behind enemy lines, was one of 
only four Soviet commandos who returned 
alive from one of his first battles outside 
Leningrad. Severe wounds suffered early in 
1942 disqualified him from further active 
duty. Out of the hospital, he remained in 
Leningrad with his wife and son. More than 
a million of the Putins’ fellow Leningraders 
died during the Nazi siege from September 
1941 to January 1944 from artillery bar-
rages, bombings, starvation and disease. 
The Putin family’s five-year-old son, Vladi-
mir’s older brother, was one of those who 
perished.

This event fits neatly into the general 
context of a historical narrative in which 
Russia constantly battles for survival against 
a hostile outside world. Some individuals 
and families perish; others survive against 
the odds—without protection from the 
state but for the sake of the state. The “sur-
vivalist” may be the mentality that is the 
most widespread among Russians of nearly 
all backgrounds and ages, given the shared 
experiences of war and privation. It is re-
flected even today in what is possibly the 
most prosperous period in Russian histo-
ry, in the prevalence of potatoes and other 
staple crops grown on private dacha plots. 
Leningraders, or St. Petersburgers, like 
Putin particularly demonstrate this trait.

Putin’s lessons from the history of the 
Leningrad siege were compounded by his 
own experience of being the city official 
responsible for bringing post-Soviet St. Pe-
tersburg through the food crisis in the win-
ter of 1991–92. Planning for contingencies 
and being prepared for the worst-case sce-
nario have governed his policies as national 
leader since 2000. Putin applies his worst-
case-scenario thinking to the state level: Al-
ways have a Plan B. Don’t make irreversible 
commitments. The key is to maintain ad-
equate reserves, like the private dacha food 
stores but on a massive scale. As president 
and prime minister, Putin has engaged in 

a concerted policy to create (and protect) 
Russia’s budget-stabilization fund and build 
up foreign-exchange reserves.

Outsider: In 1996, a group of Putin’s 
friends and colleagues in St. Peters-

burg, all living in the same lakeside vicinity 
and all situated on the outside of Russian 
power, would get together informally to 
discuss the mismanagement in Moscow. The 
stories about this so-called “Ozero” fraternity 
(from the Russian word for “lake”) suggest 
these outsiders formulated a plan to inter-
vene and send their own candidate or can-
didates to Moscow to “sort things out.” All 
St. Petersburgers are, by definition, outsiders 
to the Moscow power center, and many in 
this particular group had, like Putin, spent 
periods of time outside Russia or the ussr, 
where they were able to detach themselves 
from the ongoing events and form a more 
dispassionate analysis of the state of affairs.

Putin, in his humble family origins, was 
a double or even triple outsider—outside 
the St. Petersburg elite; outside the Soviet 
nomenclature; even, in many respects, an 
outsider to the kgb establishment. Un-
like Defense Minister and Deputy Prime 
Minister Sergei Ivanov, Putin was not a 
kgb “golden boy” who always seemed on 
a fast track to somewhere. Putin was even 
an outsider to one of the biggest dramas 
of Russia’s recent history, Mikhail Gor-
bachev’s perestroika. While the rest of his 
countrymen were engaged daily in those 
tumultuous events of the late 1980s, Putin 
was stationed abroad, in Dresden. He did 
not return to the Soviet Union until after 
the fall of the Berlin Wall. And when he 
came to Moscow in 1996, it was explicitly 
as an outsider: his fellow St. Petersburg-
ers Anatoly Chubais and Alexei Kudrin 
brought him to the capital to help in their 
campaign to reestablish order and rein in 
the oligarchs who had essentially privatized 
Moscow and the state.
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Free Marketeer: To many observers, 
Putin, the erstwhile kgb operative in 

Dresden, was an odd choice to assist the 
seemingly arch-liberal reformers Chubais 
and Kudrin—even if he had worked closely 
with them in St. Petersburg. But Putin had 
already established himself as a free marke-
teer, and the kgb was his proving ground. 
In 1984–85, Putin attended courses at the 
kgb Red Banner Institute in Moscow. Dur-
ing this period, the kgb was furiously en-
gaged in an effort, initiated by former kgb 
chairman and recently deceased Soviet lead-
er Yuri Andropov, to save the Soviet system 
by searching for a new economic model 
that would include elements of capitalism. 
The kgb was the only institution that dared 
examine the Soviet system and recognize 
how poorly it functioned. Putin, aware that 
central planning was not working, stud-
ied Western textbooks on economics and 
management. He may have questioned the 
soundness of the Soviet economy before this 
period, but his experience in the kgb Insti-
tute likely confirmed his suspicions. Later 
in the 1980s, during his kgb stint in Dres-
den, Putin was given a further opportunity 

to see the failure of communism firsthand 
in what was supposedly the most advanced 
of the communist states. East Germany had 
advantages the ussr did not have—better 
human capital, recent memory of capital-
ism, advanced industrial and agricultural 
development—yet it too was failing. Back 
in St. Petersburg in the 1990s, Putin quick-
ly linked up with the leading Russian free-
market advocates of the moment, including 
Chubais and Kudrin, in the group around 
Mayor Anatoly Sobchak, his former law 
professor from Leningrad University.

After a rocky experience with free-market 
capitalism in the 1990s, many in Russia 
backed down on the commitment to “the 
market.” They gave up on capitalism and 
turned to a “statism” defined as “state con-
trol of the economy.” What is distinctive 
about Putin is that he stuck to his com-
mitment to the principles of the market 
economy and private enterprise despite the 
trials of the 1990s and some bruising expe-
riences in St. Petersburg. For Putin, history 
trumped ideology, and history had delivered 
its verdict on communism. No matter what 
Soviet theory had propounded, history 

proved that the central-
ly planned, command-
administrative econo-
my could not succeed. 
The market won out, 
and Putin stayed with 
the winner. Still, he 
continued looking for 
a magic bullet to recon-
cile private ownership 
on the one hand with 
the needs of the Rus-
sian state on the other. 
Putin’s dealings with 
Russia’s oligarchs over 
the past decade trace 
the trajectory of his 
efforts to compel this 
unruly, self-interested 
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group of powerful business owners to accept 
that the state’s interests take precedence over 
individual corporate ones. Thus Putin has 
cast himself in the role of enlightened po-
litical leader, as a statist who determines the 
state’s interests but protects entrepreneurs, 
gives them a free hand, and only intervenes 
in businesses decisions and operations in 
extreme cases that appear to threaten state 
priorities. 

Case Officer: Putin’s former role as a 
kgb case officer was important in his 

approach to the oligarchs. Once again, his 
notion of history shaped this role. In 1997, 
the fsb (the successor to the kgb) launched 
a series of annual scientific workshops en-
titled “Historical Lectures at the Lubyanka.” 
The workshops were organized by the Cen-
ter for Public Relations of the fsb and the 
fsb Academy. They invited scholars, includ-
ing those from civilian universities, to pres-
ent and discuss papers on various aspects 
of the security agencies’ history. We do not 
have direct evidence about Putin’s role in 
initiating these lectures, but we can assume 
he knew about them. By 1998, he was head 
of the fsb and ultimately in charge. 

The theme of the 1998 conference was 
“The Russian Special Services at a Turning 
Point of Epochs: The End of the Nine-
teenth Century through 1922.” One lecture 
delivered by Professor Yelena Shcherbako-
va of the fsb Academy was entitled “The 
Bourgeois Intelligentsia of the 1860s as a 
Potential Adversary of the Political Police.” 
Shcherbakova examined and critiqued the 
efforts of the Third Section of His Impe-
rial Majesty’s Own Chancellery, a small 

department formed to serve as the czars’ 
secret police, to understand the mindset 
and concerns of the opposition intellectuals 
of the time. The Third Section could have 
done a better job, she suggested, adding 
that today’s kgb/fsb should draw the proper 
lessons from this history:

One of the most important tasks for the se-
curity organs is to provide a competent social 
prognosis, so that it will be possible to prevent 
the emergence of certain tendencies rather than 
have to combat the results of those tendencies. 
This is especially important in times of troubles 
and social instability.

Contrary to some early accounts, Putin 
was never a spy or a thug in the kgb. (The 
tough-guy image he projects is largely play-
acting.) Most of the stories we have col-
lected about the way Putin operates show 
that he prefers a softer, quieter, more subtle 
approach. He performs unforgettable favors 
for people, even strangers, on the theory 
that one can’t predict how prominent they 
might become. He collects information 
about people and circumstances that will 
help him relate to them. Putin’s job in the 
kgb was more about persuasion than coer-
cion. Putin was a case officer, and his skill 
was rabota s lyud’mi (working with people). 
There is a German account of Putin’s Dres-
den posting that asserts Putin’s real mission 
in East Germany was to recruit German 
Communist Party functionaries and even 
Stasi secret-police officers to back the So-
viet Union and Mikhail Gorbachev, turning 
them against German leader Erich Hon-
ecker, who was actively trying to undermine 

Putin understood the principles of British scholar John Masterman’s 
“double-cross system”: Don’t destroy your enemies. Harness them. 

Control them. Manipulate them, and use them for your own goals.
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Gorbachev’s perestroika in the Eastern bloc. 
Rather than simply being a provincial Ger-
man backwater, as many Putin biographers 
have asserted, Dresden was a center for in-
traparty opposition to Honecker, led by 
Dresden’s local Communist Party leader 
Hans Modrow and others. Putin is clearly 
proud of his assignment in Dresden, and 
he has spoken in interviews of his ability 
to communicate and interact with people 
(sobshenie s lyud’mi) as one of the most im-
portant assets from his kgb training and ex-
perience. Putin understood the principles of 
British scholar and intelligence chief John 
Masterman’s “double-cross system”: Don’t 
destroy your enemies. Harness them. Con-
trol them. Manipulate them, and use them 
for your own goals.

Putin’s career in Moscow, from his first 
appearance in the summer of 1996 to the 
present, is essentially a chronology of the 
case officer’s task list that Putin learned in 
the kgb and practiced in Dresden. Through 
this lens, he viewed the Yeltsin family, the 
oligarchs and others as destroying the Rus-
sian state in the 1990s by essentially dis-
mantling it for their own gain. To Putin, 
these people were like enemy agents operat-
ing on Russian territory. How to deal with 
them? Run a counteroperation. Putin be-
came the operative in the Kremlin, the man 
who would recruit and co-opt them and 
turn them back into servitors of the state on 
his terms, not theirs.

Identifying, recruiting and running 
agents is done on a very intimate, one-to-
one basis. But having dispatched the Yeltsin 
family and the oligarchs, Putin now seeks 
to apply his case-officer tradecraft to the 
entire nation, to enlist every Russian in 
the service of the state. How can that pos-
sibly work? He cannot hope to co-opt every 
single Russian individually. This is where 
history comes in as a key instrument in his 
toolbox and where Putin has progressively 
stepped over the line between learning from 

and applying the lessons of history to man-
ufacturing and manipulating it. By defin-
ing history, Putin seeks to win groups and 
classes to his cause. He determines which 
groups’ history is part of the inclusive myth 
and shows which groups are outside the col-
lective history. This is a powerful tool. It al-
lows for a definition of the us and the them, 
the nashi versus the chuzhiye (which also 
means “others” or “aliens” in Russian). Both 
these terms have a particular and piquant 
salience in contemporary Russia. One of the 
most important of the Kremlin-sponsored 
political youth groups is called “Nashi.” Its 
goal is frequently to demonize and often 
physically go after the chuzhiye.

U sing history, Putin has scaled his role 
as case officer up to a national level. 

Over the course of his career, from Lenin-
grad to Dresden to St. Petersburg to Mos-
cow, he has moved from being an outsider 
and a peripheral figure to a man who ac-
tively makes history. Instead of Fidel Cas-
tro–style mass speeches, Putin takes the case 
officer’s approach, engaging one-on-one 
with the Russian people in public settings, 
including televised hotline call-ins and press 
conferences, where everyone listens to him 
respond and tailor his answers to the ques-
tions of a specific individual. He also re-
sorts to outlandish performance pieces in 
which he transforms himself into a deep-sea 
diver, race-car driver, biker, airplane pilot, 
sportsman––all to appeal directly to differ-
ent Russian audiences.

Putin’s references to Stolypin and oth-
ers are similarly deliberate and specifically 
targeted. As he stated in his Millennium 
Manifesto, Putin is trying to fix Russia. He 
sees himself as a historical figure among 
the pantheon of those who have sought to 
save the Russian state. Putin knows that he 
is shaped and constrained by Russia’s past. 
He must work with what he has and try to 
improve it without aiming for any radical 
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transformation. He remains ever mindful of 
the fateful experiences of Gorbachev in the 
1980s and Yeltsin in the 1990s, as well as of 
the myriad failures of various czars. Outside 
observers may not want to believe him, but 
this is how he sees himself. If U.S. and other 

policy makers wish to work with Putin after 
2012, they would be well advised to pay at-
tention to and play to his sense of history. 
Otherwise, Putin, as a good case officer, will 
certainly figure out ways of “running” them 
for his own and Russia’s purposes.

Putin’s emphasis on history, however, re-
veals a weakness. There is a difference be-
tween being the student and the writer of 
history. The honest student of history learns 
from mistakes of the past. But the writer 
of history who seeks to leverage it for con-
temporary aims glosses over these mistakes. 
When mistakes are whitewashed, learning 
from history becomes more difficult. A 
leader can no longer stand back and draw 

dispassionate conclusions.
As we have observed through our Valdai 

encounters and other interactions with Rus-
sia and its leaders, the political system Putin 
has shaped over the last twelve years is high-
ly personalized and heavily dependent on 

him remaining at the center. He approaches 
every interaction as a hands-on recruiter 
and views other individuals as sources of 
raw intelligence. He does not seem to rely 
on others for direct counsel or interpre-
tation of people or events. Just as he ap-
proaches his reading of history, Putin takes 
in information and makes up his mind. He 
has difficulty delegating to others—as the 
recent experience of the tandem with Dmi-
tri Medvedev illustrates. The limitations of 
the system he has created are evident. Once 
Mr. Putin is gone, all bets are off on Russia’s 
political future. At present, there is no sce-
nario for Russia without the great survivalist 
Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin. n
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T...he drug violence in Mexico no 
longer is a concern just to that 
country. More than forty-three 

thousand people have died in the fight-
ing there since President Felipe Calderón 
initiated his military offensive against the 
powerful drug cartels in December 2006. 
Uneasy officials in the United States un-
derstandably worry not only about the po-
tential of the growing turmoil to destabilize 
Mexico; they also worry about the prospect 
of the violence seeping northward into the 
United States. 

That could happen. But currently Mex-
ico’s drug violence is spreading south into 
Central America, not north into the United 
States. That may prove to be only minor 
comfort to U.S. officials, though, because 
the expanding influence of the Mexican 
cartels is posing a security threat to fragile 
Central American countries. That develop-
ment could put the region back on Wash-
ington’s priority security agenda for the first 
time since the end of the Cold War. 

One reason the cartels are expanding 
their operations into Guatemala, Honduras 
and other Central American countries is 
Calderón’s vigorous antidrug offensive in 

Mexico. Although powerful players such as 
the Gulf, Sinaloa and Zetas cartels are not 
about to abandon their positions inside 
Mexico, they are dispersing some of their 
operations to safer arenas. David Gaddis, 
chief of operations for the U.S. Drug En-
forcement Administration, observed that 
the cartels are moving into countries “where 
they feel, quite frankly, more comfortable” 
than they do in Mexico.

In a December 2009 Time magazine in-
terview, Honduran antidrug czar Julian 
Aristides González stated that in the six 
years he had held the post, he saw the pres-
ence of the Mexican cartels explode. He 
made a glum assessment: “Almost all of the 
big Mexican organizations are carving out 
territory here. And when they run into each 
other, they will fight over it.” He might 
have added that the cartels would not hesi-
tate to eliminate any official who tried to 
impede their operations. Aristides González 
himself was assassinated shortly after giving 
his interview to Time.

What is so worrisome about the mount-
ing presence of the drug cartels in Cen-
tral America is the vulnerability and over-
all weakness of the region. There has been 
speculation that the violence in Mexico 
could ultimately cause that country to be-
come a “failed state.” Such fears are under-
standable given the scope of the carnage, 
but they are excessive. For all of its prob-
lems, Mexico still maintains powerful insti-
tutions that serve to keep the country rela-
tively stable. One is the Catholic Church, 
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a prosperous, well-organized and pervasive 
factor in Mexico. Another is the influential 
business community, which has an enor-
mous incentive to prevent the country from 
descending into chaos. There are three sta-
ble political parties that have the same in-
centive and impressive capabilities. Though 
Mexico faces a serious threat from the drug 
cartels—and there are a few areas of the 
country in which the government’s writ has 
become precariously weak—it is still a long 
way from becoming a failed state.

But in Central America, where stabilizing 
institutions aren’t as strong, the situation is 
considerably more dire. Associated Press cor-
respondent Katherine Corcoran observes: 

Mexican drug cartels now operate virtually un-
inhibited in their Central American backyard. 
U.S.-supported crackdowns in Mexico and 
Colombia have only pushed traffickers into a 
region where corruption is rampant, borders 
lack even minimal immigration control and 
local gangs provide a ready-made infrastructure 
for organized crime.

Indeed, the marked deterioration of the 
security environment in the region seemed 
to begin in 2008, when the Zetas, a cartel 
that originated with special-forces units in 
Mexico’s military trained by the United 
States to combat the drug traffickers, de-
fected to the Gulf cartel. Later, the Zetas 
broke with their new employer and became 
a competing trafficking organization. Local 
traffickers in Guatemala, Honduras and 
El Salvador invited the Zetas in, partly to 
provide protection but also to help profes-
sionalize their operations. It was not long, 
though, before the Zetas displaced the lo-
cals and took over. And once that occurred, 
other Mexican cartels—especially La Fa-
milia and the Sinaloa and Gulf cartels—also 
moved in, lest their ruthless competitor gain 
control of all the lucrative trafficking routes 
through Central America.

One major reason for worry about the 
power of the cartels is the political 

fragility of the Central American countries. 
Mexico had eight decades of political stabil-
ity from the 1920s to the early years of the 
twenty-first century under the domination 
of the Institutional Revolutionary Party 
(pri). Even though the country now has a 
multiparty system and the pri has lost the 
last two presidential elections to the conser-
vative National Action Party, Mexico is still 
a bastion of political stability compared to 
its Central American neighbors.

With the exception of Costa Rica, those 
countries have been buffeted by decades 
of turmoil, including violent peasant re-
bellions, military coups, bloody civil wars 
and ideologically driven societal upheavals. 
Mexico’s weaknesses, especially the per-
vasively corrupt police forces and prison 
system, as well as the dysfunctional court 
system, are not only replicated but also 
greatly magnified in most Central Ameri-
can countries. 

The relative stability of the past two de-
cades in Central America has been a refresh-
ing divergence from the historical norm. 
Indeed, it has been a sharp contrast to the 
situation as recently as the 1980s, when 
the Reagan administration worried that the 
region was about to be engulfed by commu-
nist-led revolutions. Now, with the Mexican 
cartels moving in, the recent period of qui-
escence could prove to be all too brief. 

Officials in Central America and the 
United States have expressed serious con-
cerns about the penetration of the region 
by the trafficking organizations. At a re-
gional summit meeting in June, Secretary of 
State Hillary Clinton assured nervous Cen-
tral American officials: “The United States 
will back you.” She also underscored how 
seriously the Obama administration took 
the ominous trend. “Everyone knows the 
statistics, the murder rates surpassing civil 
war levels,” she said, referring to the Cold 
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War–era conflicts between left-wing and 
right-wing forces that plagued El Salvador, 
Nicaragua and Guatemala from the 1970s 
to the early 1990s. She added, “We know 
that the wave of violence . . . also threatens 
our own country.”

Clinton’s comments were accompanied 
by a pledge of $300 million in aid. But that 
pledge was less impressive than it might 
seem, since some of the funds were simply 
repackaged under the new Central America 
Regional Security Initiative approved by 
Congress in September 2010. These funds 
were diverted from the Mérida Initiative, 
announced in October 2007, which was the 
centerpiece of the U.S.-sponsored multiyear 
antidrug program for Mexico and its neigh-
bors. The secretary’s commitment of $300 
million, however, was in addition to the 
$200 million that President Obama prom-

ised during a visit to El Salvador in March 
2011 to assist Central American govern-
ments confronting the drug gangs. 

But regional leaders emphasize they will 
need much more money than Washing-
ton is talking about. The seven countries 

have proposed twenty-two economic and 
security initiatives that would cost at least 
$900 million. They stress their countries 
cannot afford those initiatives on their own. 
“For us, it is the difference between life 
and death,” Guatemalan president Álvaro 
Colom asserted. 

Colom perhaps takes the cartel menace 
more seriously than his Central American 
colleagues. In late 2010 and early 2011, 
he declared a state of siege in Guatemala’s 
mountainous northern state of Alta Vera-
paz, near the border with Mexico. That area 
was a major corridor for the transporta-
tion of drugs from South America through 
Honduras and eventually into Mexico. The 
Zetas operated with such impunity that 
before the siege declaration and the deploy-
ment of several thousand troops, the car-
tel’s heavily armed gunmen effectively con-

trolled the streets of 
several towns in Alta 
Verapaz and even im-
posed curfews on the 
inhabitants.

The troubling secu-
rity environment in 
Alta Verapaz seemed 
symptomatic  of  a 
much larger problem. 
According to Leonel 
Ruiz ,  Guatemala’s 
federal prosecutor for 
narcotics offenses, 
the Zetas now con-
trol four other states 
and nearly half of 
Guatemala’s territory. 
Kevin Casas-Zamora, 
a former vice presi-

dent of Costa Rica and now a fellow at the 
Brookings Institution, puts the figure at 40 
percent, including a large northern region 
known as the Petén. “The Zetas have road-
blocks there,” he notes. “You can only enter 
the Petén if the Zetas allow you to.”
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Significant portions of Honduras and El 
Salvador also have fallen under cartel pen-
etration. Governmental control in those 
regions is precarious at best. El Salvadoran 
president Mauricio Funes reveals that the 
Zetas are bribing elite police units with 
$5,000 monthly payments to cooperate 
with the cartel and to steal high-powered 
weapons and grenades from the military. In 
the spring of 2011, nearly a dozen El Sal-
vadoran soldiers were arrested trying to sell 
two thousand grenades to traffickers.

Honduran president Porfirio Lobo con-
tends that in his country drug-gang mem-
bers now outnumber police officers and 
soldiers. An Al Jazeera interview with “Vic-
tor,” a former major trafficker, confirms how 
bad the situation in Honduras has become. 
“I had a godfather,” Victor told reporters. 
“I just needed to call him up if the police 
stopped me at a check point.” The Al Jazeera 
correspondents witnessed how the traffickers 
dominate the rural portions of Honduras, 
including the province of Colon. “Everyone 
is armed: we saw drug dealers with AK-
47s . . . and gunmen in trenches within 
the perimeters of the palm oil plantations.” 
Those plantations often serve as cover for 
drug-trafficking operations. The reputed 
local drug kingpin, Leonel Rivera, travels 
the area freely, but honest farmers are fleeing 
the province in droves, and media reporters 
in the area have become as wary as their col-
leagues in the most violent portions of Mex-
ico about covering cartel activities. Another 
gruesome feature of life in Mexico—the 
sight of decapitated bodies—is an increas-
ingly frequent occurrence in Honduras. 

Even Costa Rica, long an enclave of de-

mocracy and stability in the region, has 
come under growing pressure. The drug 
trade there is more prominent than ever be-
fore, and, for the first time, the Obama ad-
ministration put that country on the official 
list of “major drug transit or major illicit 
drug-producing countries.” Costa Rica’s se-
curity ministry contends that trafficking or-
ganizations are now storing large quantities 
of drugs in the country, converting Costa 
Rica from a “bridge” to a “warehouse,” a 
change that automatically entails a much 
larger ongoing presence of cartel operatives. 
Costa Rican authorities are sufficiently wor-
ried about the cartel menace that they im-
plemented a Strategic Association Accord 
with Mexico, an agreement initially signed 
in 2009 to share intelligence and coordinate 
other measures to counteract the trafficking 
organizations. 

Central American leaders are clearly agi-
tated about the impact of the Mexican car-
tels on the security and stability of their 
countries. Even the leftist government of 
Nicaragua—governed in the 1980s by 
Washington’s archnemesis, the Sandinista 
National Liberation Front—seems not only 
receptive to aid from the United States to 
combat the traffickers but also eager for 
such assistance. Francisco Campbell, Nicara-
gua’s ambassador to Washington, states that 
“unlike the imaginary threats of the past, 
this one is real. This is the first time we can 
talk about an honest hemispheric threat.”

Guatemala’s Colom, a more moderate 
leader, expresses a similar view. “Fundamen-
tally I think we made a mistake, a miscal-
culation, of the scale of the problem,” he 
concedes. “We are witnessing a very serious 

What is so worrisome about the mounting presence 
of the drug cartels in Central America is the 

vulnerability and overall weakness of the region.
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aggression, which is part of a regional phe-
nomenon.” He attributes 42 percent of the 
crimes in his small country, which included 
six thousand murders in 2010, to the drug 
gangs. Highlighting the financial resources 
of those organizations, Colom notes that 
Guatemalan authorities have seized almost 
$12 billion in property, drugs and cash dur-
ing his three and a half years in office. The 
comparable figure for the previous eight 
years was approximately $1.1 billion. That 
$12 billion, he emphasizes, is equal to al-
most two years of Guatemala’s state budget. 

O f course, Central American regimes 
have an incentive to exploit the threat 

to extract more financial aid from the Unit-
ed States. It has been a source of irrita-
tion to those governments that the bulk of 
Mérida Initiative funds have always gone to 
Mexico. In 2010, for example, Congress ap-
propriated $1.3 billion for Mexico but only 
$248 million for all of Central America. 
Costa Rican president Laura Chinchilla ex-
pressed the frustration of her colleagues in 
the region when she stated: “We don’t want 
to be seen as an appendix of the Mérida Ini-
tiative. We want a plan for Central Ameri-
ca.” And clearly she expected such a plan to 
be much larger than $248 million. 

That is certainly true of Chinchilla’s fel-
low leaders in Central America. President 
Colom asserts that the United States and 
other drug-consumer countries owe signifi-
cant financial support to “transit countries” 
in the battle against the cartels. He con-
tends that Central American governments 
spent $4 billion on security measures in 
2010 but that Washington and other inter-
national donors promised only $1 billion 
and delivered a paltry $140 million. 

Colom implies that consumer coun-
tries ought at least to cover the region’s $4 
billion in security expenditures. But his 
goal is modest compared to the comments 
of Mexico’s Felipe Calderón. Describing 

the trafficking route from South America 
through Central America and Mexico as “a 
highway of death,” Calderón argues that 
consumer countries (primarily the United 
States) should give the same amount to the 
governments of the transit countries as the 
drug cartels make from their illegal com-
merce—at least $35 billion a year.

The U.S. government is caught in a bind. 
Clearly, Washington does not want to see 
Central America become a region of narco-
states in which the drug cartels are the po-
litical powers that really matter. And Cen-
tral American leaders have a point when 
they argue that their countries are at risk 
largely because of their geographic loca-
tion along the route between drug-source 
countries and the insatiable U.S. drug mar-
ket. According to the 2011 United Na-
tions World Drug Report, the U.S. market 
accounts for approximately 36 percent of 
world consumption of cocaine, and the fig-
ures for other drugs are similar.

At the same time, U.S. leaders need to 
guard against letting excessive guilt make 
them receptive to what amounts to a finan-
cial shakedown from Central American re-
gimes. Murder rates in those countries were 
already among the highest in the world 
before the Mexican cartels moved in. The 
drug gangs have certainly exacerbated secu-
rity problems in Central America, but they 
did not create them.

Moreover, pouring U.S. tax dollars into 
the police and militaries of Central Ameri-
can countries would likely have only a mod-
est effect on the security situation. The root 
of the problem lies deeper than strengthen-
ing the forces of law and order or even help-
ing to bolster the legal economies of those 
countries. 

The primary reason the cartels are so pow-
erful both in Mexico and Central America 
has to do with the fundamental principles 
of economics. There is a huge demand for 
drugs, especially in the United States but 
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also in Europe and, increasingly, in other 
portions of the world. When such a robust 
demand for a product exists, it is an eco-
nomic certainty that profit-seeking entities 
will try to fulfill that demand. Prohibiting 
commerce of a product does not negate that 
dynamic; it merely 
perverts it. Instead 
of legitimate busi-
nesses engaging in 
lawful competi-
tion, the trade falls 
into the hands of 
elements that don’t 
mind breaking the 
law and assuming 
all the other risks 
entailed in operat-
ing in a black mar-
ket. Often, that 
means the most 
ruthless, violent 
individuals and or-
ganizations come 
to dominate the 
trade.

Because of the black-market risk premi-
um, profit margins are far wider than nor-
mal, filling the coffers of illicit traffickers 
and giving them ample financial resources 
to challenge competitors and either cor-
rupt or neutralize law-enforcement author-
ities. That is what happened in the United 
States during the Prohibition era, when the 
government tried to ban alcoholic bever-
ages. That is what is happening today, es-
pecially in the Western Hemisphere, with 
the prohibition of marijuana, cocaine and 
other drugs. And the major beneficiaries 
are the Mexican cartels.

Washington can continue to pursue a 
prohibitionist policy regarding drugs, but 
the costs, already worrisome, are rising. 
The growing turmoil in Mexico indicates 
how severe those costs might become, but 
they could get even more painful in Central 

America, given the greater weakness and 
vulnerability of Mexico’s southern neigh-
bors. Clinging to the current policy could 
lead to an entire region in which ruthless 
drug cartels become dominant political 
players. U.S. leaders need to ponder wheth-
er they really wish to risk having Central 
America turn into a collection of narco-
states. If not, they need to reconsider the 
entire prohibition strategy. Providing more 
generous security and economic assistance 
to beleaguered Central American govern-
ments is merely putting a Band-Aid on a 
malignancy. n
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As the end of 2011 approached, the 
.Obama administration appeared 
...positioned to have presided over 

three definitive foreign-policy outcomes 
in the broader Middle East for which it 
could claim substantial credit. The death 
of Osama bin Laden, while not bringing 
the war against al-Qaeda to an end, surely 
closed an important chapter in the long-
term struggle against militant Islam. Others 
will rise to take bin Laden’s place at the top 
of the al-Qaeda hierarchy, but his death 
leaves a void in that organization that will 
be hard to fill.

The death of Muammar el-Qaddafi simi-
larly brings to a close the sometimes odd 
but almost always violent struggle between 
the United States and Libya. Washing-
ton played an important role in Qaddafi’s 
downfall and thus helped set the stage for 
the transition that will follow. Libya may 
or may not move toward democracy, but 
at least it is free of one of the world’s most 
mercurial, brutal and enduring dictators.

Finally, the withdrawal of U.S. combat 
troops from Iraq looks to bring about a new 
stage in the nearly ten-year war. There is 
already a healthy debate about the purposes, 
costs and outcomes of this war, one which 
helped bankrupt our treasury in pursuit of 

objectives that even the Bush administra-
tion had trouble defining. But with that 
chapter’s conclusion, 2012 will usher in an 
opportunity for Iraq to make its own way, 
absent American forces on the ground.

Against this backdrop of successes, two 
issues stand apart. Iran remains intent on 
developing nuclear-weapons capability, and 
no combination of U.S. and international 
efforts—diplomacy, sanctions or threats—
has led Iran to change its policy. The Middle 
East peace process, the subject of this essay, 
also stands apart. Described early and often 
by President Obama as one of the signature 
issues of his administration, the peace pro-
cess has achieved neither a definitive end 
nor a tentative beginning. Rather, it is stuck.

The recent decision by the Palestinian 
Authority (pa) to seek reconciliation with 
Hamas and gain membership status in the 
un reflects two important perceptions on 
the part of Palestinians—first, that serious 
negotiations with an Israeli government led 
by Benjamin Netanyahu are not possible; 
and, second, that the Obama administration 
cannot or will not exercise enough pres-
sure on Israel to stop settlement activity, the 
Palestinians’ precondition for resumed ne-
gotiations. They may also view prospects of 
a two-state solution as diminishing rapidly.

For its part, the Netanyahu government 
in Israel has tried to portray itself as willing 
to talk, and the prime minister has repeat-
edly called for negotiations without pre-
conditions. But the actual behavior of the 
Israeli government raises suspicions about 
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that claim. The ten-month moratorium on 
new housing starts to which Israel agreed 
in 2009–10 did not stop the pace of ongo-
ing construction in the territories. New 
housing projects beyond the Green Line 
have been announced regularly since 2010 
and have accelerated recently in response to 
Palestinian diplomatic successes in unesco 
and elsewhere. Even when direct talks took 
place in September 2010, Netanyahu re-
portedly did not bring substance to the 
table. Israelis, like Palestinians, may have 
concluded that prospects for a two-state 
settlement are fading.

All this raises two fundamental questions: 
Are we at the cusp of a new phase in the 
long-running Arab-Israeli conflict, in which 
the two-state paradigm no longer moti-
vates Palestinians and Israelis to seek a peace 
settlement? Have the diplomatic efforts of 
the Obama administration contributed to 
this possibility by failing to bring American 
diplomatic power to bear in the process?

The Arab-Israeli conflict has passed 
through three broad phases since the 

establishment of the state of Israel in 1948. 
The first phase was marked by the success 
of Zionism in creating the state and by the 
dispersion of Palestinians as a result of the 
1947–49 conflict. The second phase began 
in June 1967, marked by the defeat of Arab 
armies in the Six-Day War, Israel’s occupa-
tion and settlement of the West Bank, Gaza 
and the Golan Heights, and the reemergence 
of the Palestinians at the center stage of the 
conflict. Today, we are living in the third 
phase, in which Israelis and Palestinians have 
been trying to reach a conflict-ending settle-
ment through negotiations leading to a two-
state outcome. The Madrid Conference in 
1991, the Oslo accords in 1993 and the 
“road map for peace” process launched in 
2003 have been directed at defining the mo-
dalities and substance of a peace settlement. 

The Madrid Conference, the first break-

through, launched parallel bilateral and 
multilateral peace talks. For the first time, 
Israel conducted bilateral peace negotia-
tions with each of its neighbors. And for the 
first time, Arabs from the rest of the region 
sat with Israel to discuss transnational is-
sues such as water, the environment and 
economic development. The Madrid talks 
proceeded in fits and starts but did not ac-
complish much substantively.

The Oslo accords resolved what appeared 
to be the most important lacuna of Madrid, 
namely, defining the role of the Palestine 
Liberation Organization, which had been 
left out of Madrid, and thereby giving Pal-
estinian decision making the definitiveness 
it had previously lacked. In 1993, Israel 
and the plo agreed on mutual recognition, 
a process of negotiations and a timetable 
designed to culminate in Palestinian state-
hood by May 1999. But things didn’t quite 
turn out that way. Negotiations proceeded 
almost endlessly but without conclusive 
results. Bad behavior by both sides created 
an atmosphere of distrust: Palestinian vio-
lence and terrorism never really stopped, 
nor did Israeli settlement activities. Pales-
tinian leader Yasir Arafat found it difficult 
to overcome his persona as a revolution-
ary leader and embrace the core conces-
sions and trade-offs required for success. 
Israeli prime minister Ehud Barak did reach 
beyond the political constraints of Israeli 
society to put forward far-reaching ideas, 
but even they fell short of the minimum re-
quirements of the Palestinians. For its part, 
the Clinton administration tried hard to 
keep the process going but ultimately failed 
to deal with the two fundamental require-
ments of success: stopping the bad behavior 
of both sides and defining the substantive 
trade-offs required for a deal.

The road map was developed by the Bush 
administration and the so-called quartet of 
Middle East peacemakers (the United Na-
tions, United States, European Union and 
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Russia). Its aim was to correct some of the 
weaknesses of Oslo by aligning a three-stage 
process of negotiations with changes in the 
parties’ behavior. The two sides committed 
themselves to fulfilling certain responsi-
bilities: for Israel, this meant a complete 
settlements freeze and increasing Palestinian 
mobility in the territories; for the Palestin-
ians, it meant cracking down on terrorist 
infrastructure and accelerating the state-
building process. The road map required 
mutually reinforcing actions from each side 
in parallel and sequentially. But this process 
also collapsed, primarily under the weight 
of Palestinian terrorism that the pa, under 
Yasir Arafat, could not or would not police.

In a last-gasp effort by the Bush adminis-
tration to salvage the two-state solution, the 
Annapolis Conference was held in 2007, 
leading to intensive direct negotiations 
during 2008. To the surprise of everyone, 
these proved to be the most serious and 
far-reaching negotiations to date. Former 
prime minister Ehud Olmert, in his re-
cently published memoir, details how close 
the parties came to bridging the gaps be-
tween them even on the most contentious 
issues of borders, settlements, Jerusalem 
and refugees. Some of what Olmert has 
written has been confirmed in the leaked 
“Palestine Papers” that provide insight into 
internal Palestinian deliberations on the 
core issues. And former secretary of state 
Condoleezza Rice confirms Olmert’s asser-
tions in her own just-published autobiogra-
phy. Indeed, it can be argued that the only 
element missing in the Annapolis process 
to help the parties bridge the final gaps 
was a robust American role. Rice traveled 

constantly in search of the finish line but 
never got the backing of the White House 
to bring serious enough American influence 
to bear on the negotiations.

Many believed the Obama administra-
tion would provide that final missing puzzle 
piece. Here was a White House that inherit-
ed a negotiating process that had produced 
significant progress. Here was a president 
who proclaimed at the outset that he valued 
peace in the Middle East as a U.S. national-
security interest, not as a favor being done 
for the parties. Obama appointed a senior, 
experienced negotiator, George Mitchell, 
to carry the ball. And then the adminis-
tration proceeded to fumble. Instead of a 
comprehensive peace strategy, Washington 
tried confidence-building measures, includ-
ing the quest for a complete settlements 
freeze. The new Israeli prime minister, 
Benjamin Netanyahu, wouldn’t bite. The 
White House tried proximity talks, direct 
talks and, most recently, quartet-led talks 
designed to lead to further negotiations. 
Not only did the tactics not work, but the 
administration also was revealed to have 
little stomach for the rough-and-tumble of 
actually trying to advance the peacemaking 
process. Confronted with opposition to its 
ideas, Washington invariably retreated.

The result is that the processes and prog-
ress of the past are now in doubt. The 
search for peace is in a state of acute crisis, 
with many analysts arguing the basic para-
digm of peacemaking is dead. But in the 
Middle East, as a friend once pointed out, 
dead is not really dead until it is dead and 
buried. The question is whether the peace 
process is merely dead, or dead and buried.

The Arab-Israeli conflict has become a chronic, 
enduring and open wound, susceptible to dangerous 
infection that generates fever throughout the region.
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There is no simple answer to the ques-
tion of why this phase of peacemaking 

has defied resolution or definitiveness over 
the years. It has not been for lack of inter-
est. Since 1991, leaders in the region have 
reiterated time and again their commitment 
to peace, even if their actions did not mea-
sure up to their words. It has not been for 
lack of vision. Even if policy makers could 
not reach a negotiated settlement, private 
individuals showed how it could be done. 
The Geneva Initiative and the Ayalon-Nus-
seibeh Agreement demonstrated that rea-
sonable people on both sides could visualize 
a peace deal. 

And failure has not been for lack of im-
perative. The Arab-Israeli conflict is not the 
most violent or dangerous conflict glob-
ally, perhaps not even in the top tier of 
dangerous conflicts. But it has become a 
chronic, enduring and open wound, sus-
ceptible to dangerous infection that gener-
ates fever throughout the region. On the 
Arab side, the conflict played no role in the 
first days of the Arab Spring; since then, 
it has become a rallying cry for disaffected 
Arab masses that get no fulfillment of basic 
needs and thus call on governments to deal 
with this emotional need at the very least. 
On the Israeli side, the persistence of the 
conflict raises the specter of demographic 
change that could call into question either 
Israel’s Jewish character or its democratic 
character if it continues to deny equal rights 
to a population under occupation.

If we are thus at the cusp of what may be 
a new stage in the Arab-Israeli conflict—
one that turns the page and ends the chap-
ter of negotiations leading to a two-state so-
lution—what might a new phase look like? 
Palestinian president Mahmoud Abbas, in 
a May 2011 op-ed piece in the New York 
Times, argued that “Palestinian national 
unity is a key step” in preserving the chance 
for a just end to the conflict—a reference 
to the long-sought but elusive goal of rec-

onciliation between the pa and Hamas. He 
added, “Palestine’s admission to the United 
Nations would pave the way for the interna-
tionalization of the conflict as a legal mat-
ter, not only a political one.” Does either 
element of Abbas’s vision of peacemaking 
hold out a possibility of success?

I met with senior Hamas officials in Da-
mascus in October 2010, and I heard no 
flexibility with respect to their stated op-
position to any conclusive peace with Israel. 
Hamas has told many interlocutors that 
it would accept a state in the West Bank 
and Gaza provided Israel withdraws from 
Jerusalem and allows the right of return for 
Palestinian refugees. Yet, this “acceptance” 
does not mean that Hamas would recognize 
Israel or declare an end to the conflict. To 
be fair, I suppose it should not be expected 
that Hamas would change its long-standing 
ideology in a meeting with foreign nonoffi-
cials, especially since Western officials refuse 
even to meet with representatives of the 
organization. But this stated position belies 
Abbas’s argument that national unity will 
help move the peace process forward.

Regarding Abbas’s second point, it is 
true that membership of Palestine in the 
United Nations would give the Palestin-
ians standing to bring cases on their own 
before such global legal organs as the In-
ternational Court of Justice and the Inter-
national Criminal Court. Palestine could 
tie up Israel constantly with cases involving 
settlements, occupation practices, unilateral 
Israeli actions in building infrastructure and 
roads, and so on. Over time, Palestinian 
successes in these legal forums would create 
a presumptive case for a larger political as-
sault on Israel as an apartheid state. 

But Palestinian standing as a state is a 
two-way street, for Israel would also be able 
to bring Palestinians and the Palestinian 
state before the bar of international justice 
regarding ongoing terrorism, rocket fire 
and the like. While this legal process could 
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achieve some measure of punitive damage, 
it is hard to see how it moves either party 
closer to a settlement. Abbas’s emerging vi-
sion of this new phase in the peace process 
is thus not very compelling, for it is a road 
that leads inexorably to a dead end of mu-
tual recriminations and legal maneuvers.

Although Netanyahu has been somewhat 
less clear about how he envisages a next 
phase, the elements of the approach he is 
following appear equally unconvincing of 
his ultimate desire for a serious peace pro-
cess with Palestinians. In a seminal speech 
at Bar-Ilan University in June 2009, Ne-
tanyahu coupled his willingness to accept a 
demilitarized Palestinian state next to Israel 
with a key demand: “I have already stressed 
the first principle—recognition. Palestinians 
must clearly and unambiguously recognize 
Israel as the state of the Jewish people.” 

This is a challenging precondition from 
the leader of a state that has, until now, 
been unable to define its own character 
in a constitution. The creation of Israel 

surely fulfills the Zionist vision of Jewish 
self-determination and independence in the 
historical homeland of the Jewish people, 
but does that require others to recognize 
the character of the state as a precondition 
for negotiations? When I served as U.S. 
ambassador to Israel, then prime minis-
ter Ariel Sharon often expressed the same 
sentiment as Netanyahu regarding Arab 
acceptance of Israel’s right to exist as a Jew-
ish state, but he cast it as an outcome of the 
peace process rather than as a precondition 
for negotiations.

In the course of just three days this past 
September, we were given additional in-
sight into how the Palestinian and Israe-
li leaders see the period ahead. In their 
speeches to the United Nations General 
Assembly, Abbas and Netanyahu delivered 
spirited expositions of their respective po-

sitions. Abbas explained why it was time 
for the United Nations to accept Palestine 
as a full member state, and Netanyahu ex-
plained why Israel rejected this move. The 
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diametrically opposed Palestinian and Is-
raeli narratives of the conflict were on full 
view. Both sides point to exile from their 
homeland as refugees. Both are victims 
who have suffered at the hands of the other. 
Both seek recognition of the legitimacy 
of their historical experience. Both place 
a high value on the justice of their cause. 
Both are acutely insecure and have deep 
security needs. Both are attached to the 
(same) land. Both see themselves as nations 
with ties to ethnic brethren internationally. 
And both place a high value on the concept 
of national unity, although both are any-
thing but unified internally.

In exposing their competing and comple-
mentary narratives so clearly, the two pro-
tagonists set aside any pretense of trying to 
rebuild the bridges of dialogue and under-
standing that had been constructed during 
two decades of face-to-face Israeli-Palestin-
ian negotiations. Reflecting how far apart 
these parties had grown, that same week the 
international quartet limited itself to call-
ing for “a preparatory meeting between the 
parties to agree [to] an agenda and method 
of proceeding in the negotiation”—in other 
words, a meeting to produce agreement on 
how to hold another meeting.

If anyone expected the United States 
to reassert the centrality of the two-state 
solution and of direct negotiations as the 
means to achieve that outcome, President 
Obama’s un speech was something else 
entirely. He delivered a spirited defense of 
Israel, and he spared no words in defining 
the security and legitimacy dilemmas that 
Israel faces. After a tour d’horizon of many 
conflict environments, Obama stressed 

that “peace is hard. Peace is hard.” Peace, 
he said, will not come through un resolu-
tions. But in a twist away from the expect-
ed insistence on resumption of talks based, 
for example, on the agenda he set forth 
last May—starting with borders and se-
curity—Obama said: “Deadlock will only 
be broken when each side learns to stand 
in the other’s shoes; each side can see the 
world through the other’s eyes. That’s what 
we should be encouraging. That’s what we 
should be promoting.” 

In other words, the president was saying 
that the future of this conflict will be de-
fined by the ability of the two sides to cope 
with their national narratives. It is unclear 
what happens when Israelis understand how 
Palestinians see the world and vice versa. 
The question is whether, by that time, there 
will be anything left to negotiate. 

Yogi Berra once advised, sagaciously, 
that when you arrive at a fork in the 

road, take it. For the United States, the 
policy choice ahead is binary: Do we pull 
the plug on the life-support system of the 
peace process that we constructed in 1991, 
let this phase of Arab-Israeli interaction die 
a peaceful death, and try to develop a differ-
ent paradigm for resolving the conflict? Or 
do we persist, maintaining the same goal of 
a two-state solution and essentially the same 
process of arriving at peace through bilateral 
negotiations? I don’t see merit in a third op-
tion of waiting it out, living with the status 
quo, allowing the conflict to “ripen” and 
choosing a different time for negotiations. 
There is no such thing as a status quo in 
conflict situations: things either improve or 

The only serious option, therefore, for a United 
States that sees itself as a leading world power 

is to act like a world power and lead.
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get worse. This conflict—if left to develop 
on its own and subject to the machinations 
of those on both sides who are intent upon 
disrupting any resolution effort—will get 
much worse, much faster than anyone can 
anticipate.

To suggest that the United States activate 
an ambitious peace strategy now, however, 
runs against the grain of what I have come 
to call the prevailing “Washington consen-
sus.” At every meeting, working group or 
seminar in Washington at which the peace 
process is the topic, the discussion produces 
a chorus of the following sentiments: “It 
is too hard.” “Let it ripen until the parties 
are hurting more.” “The leaders are too 
weak or too ideologically opposed to peace.” 
“The United States cannot want peace more 
than the parties themselves.” “It is really up 
to the parties to get serious about peace.” 
“What if we fail?” 

These are serious questions and observa-
tions. Yes, it is hard, but America can do 
hard diplomacy and succeed, as it has in 
the past. This conflict needs no more ripen-
ing; it is already overripe for resolution, and 
the idea of a mutually hurting stalemate—
the centerpiece of the ripeness theory—has 
already applied to this conflict for years. 
Yes, leadership in the region is a problem, 
and even brilliant U.S. diplomacy will not 
offer a complete substitute; however, U.S. 
diplomatic strength can get the political 
juices in the region flowing, producing de-
bates within the two societies as to whether 
leadership changes are required in order to 
move forward. Yes, we cannot want peace 
more than the parties do, but that is not the 
point: peace in the region is a U.S. national-
security interest, and we should pursue that 
interest vigorously. As to the question of 
possible failure—well, that is not a serious 
question. All policies run the risk of failure, 
but no policy or strategy should be avoided 
simply because it may fail. A strong and 
determined U.S. policy will give our diplo-

mats material to work with even if the par-
ties do not immediately agree to what we 
are trying to accomplish.

One of the most serious questions posed 
is why Israel should take risks during this 
period of uncertainty in the Arab world. 
When its treaties with both Egypt and Jor-
dan are coming under pressure from angry 
Arab publics, shouldn’t Israel hunker down 
and weather the storm? Israel faces serious 
security threats today as it has throughout 
its history. In addition to the potentially 
existential threat posed by a nuclear-armed 
Iran, Israel faces a very well-armed and hos-
tile pair of nonstate actors—Hezbollah and 
Hamas (and other militant Islamist bedfel-
lows in Gaza).

Despite these real concerns, it is hard to 
see how Israel’s security situation improves 
by passively awaiting the results of political 
change elsewhere. To be sure, Israel would 
need to approach negotiations today with 
extra care, given the enhanced risks associ-
ated with territorial withdrawals in an age 
of advanced rocketry, but Israel could gain 
potential political advantage by neutral-
izing, or at least dealing seriously with, the 
core issues at the heart of its long-running 
conflict with the Arabs. Indeed, this would 
be a moment when the United States and 
others would be more sympathetic to Is-
rael’s security requirements in the context 
of peace negotiations, and thus a moment 
when Israel could gain some advantage by 
negotiating now, not postponing talks.

Even if the “Washington consensus” of 
naysayers and Israel’s reluctance can be over-
come or circumvented, two key questions 
remain: Should the United States wait to ac-
tivate peace diplomacy until after the 2012 
election? And why should the president di-
vert attention from pressing issues at home 
to focus attention on the Arab-Israeli issue?

Indeed, President Obama’s speech to the 
un could be read as the political mani-
festo for his reelection campaign: focusing 
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on the problems Israel faces and the sup-
port his administration has given to Israel’s 
vital security requirements. Clearly, this 
will sit well with the pro-Israel community 
in the United States that has raised ques-
tions about Obama’s commitment to Israel, 
and it has already lowered the temperature 
in the sometimes heated relationship that 
Obama has had with Netanyahu. However, 
as noted above, the Middle East does not 
take a break from conflict just because we 
are having an election. By postponing ac-
tion now, the administration may find itself 
immersed in a real crisis, perhaps a violent 
crisis, even during the election campaign 
itself. Recall that Hamas’s escalation of at-
tacks against Israel and Israel’s war against 
Hamas took place at the end of 2008, just 
after our last presidential election.

As to the president’s priorities, Obama 
himself, early in his tenure, elevated the 
issue of Arab-Israeli peace to near the top 
of his agenda. He has already invested po-
litical capital and presidential time on the 
issue. Ignoring it now, when the conflict-
resolution process is in crisis, will under-
cut the very importance that the president 
previously attributed to it. Why should at-
tacks from Repub-
lican opponents 
and a  segment 
of the pro-Israel 
community that 
will not vote for 
him anyway deter 
President Obama 
from exercising 
leadership on this 
issue at a time of 
crisis in the nego-
tiations? Indeed, a 
robust peace strat-
egy now—con-
structed to be fair 
and reasonable—
will allow the pres-

ident to justify having devoted time and 
energy to this issue during his first term. 

The only serious option, therefore, for 
a United States that sees itself as a leading 
world power is to act like a world power and 
lead. In the peace process, this would mean 
unveiling a comprehensive strategy now—
right now, when everyone else is drifting 
further and further apart. Such a strategy 
should encompass at least four elements:

First, we should develop a set of param-
eters on all the key issues which would then 
become the starting point and terms of 
reference for negotiations. These parameters 
should be developed on the basis of where 
the two sides left off negotiations in 2008. 
In laying them out, Washington would ex-
plain that we intend to play an active role 
in helping to build bridges and overcome 
gaps between the parties. The negotiations 
would be bilateral, but we would accom-
pany the talks closely so as to keep edging 
them forward. 

Is it possible for the United States to de-
velop parameters that will not drive the 
parties further apart? Since we know where 
the parties left off in 2008, we know how 
far the leaders then were prepared to go. 
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These starting points would be harder to 
accept for Prime Minister Netanyahu, who 
was not in office then, than for President 
Abbas, who was. The U.S. intention would 
not be to create a political crisis in Israel, 
but Washington should be aware that such 
a crisis could erupt over the parameters. 
To the extent that they are crafted artfully 
and fairly, the United States needs to be 
prepared to defend these parameters in a 
sustained manner, even if a political crisis 
intervenes in Israel.

Second, Washington should encourage 
more ambitious state-building efforts by the 
Palestinians. The pa should be expected to 
do more to create the institutions of state-
hood. Under Abbas and Prime Minister 
Salam Fayyad, the pa has undertaken some 
reforms, especially in the security area. But 
more can be done. In the context of a seri-
ous negotiating environment, Palestinians 
can be asked to take more significant steps 
against those who commit acts of violence 
against Israel and those who operate outside 
the purview of the national authority.

Next, the United States should reiterate 
the need for the two sides to meet the com-
mitments they agreed to in the road map, 
especially within the context of a compre-
hensive strategy for peacemaking. America 
needs to be ready to monitor the perfor-
mance of the parties, hold them account-
able for the failure to fulfill their commit-
ments and exact consequences for road-map 
violations.

Last, Washington should press Arabs to 
activate the Arab Peace Initiative now. It 
is not enough for the Arabs to promise 
recognition, security and peace for Israel at 
the conclusion of the peace process; Arabs 
should be asked to start processes of rec-

onciliation in parallel with peace negotia-
tions. This is not far-fetched. In 1992, most 
Arab states agreed to participate with Israel 
in multilateral negotiations. Subsequently, 
most Arab states participated with Israel in 
four regional economic summits, designed 
to build private-public business and trade 
partnerships. As Israelis and Palestinians 
commit to the challenging work of nego-
tiating peace, Arabs should be expected to 
play an affirmative role in demonstrating 
that peace yields tangible rewards for every-
one in the region.

Even if elements of this strategy are not 
accepted by both parties, it remains a sus-
tainable one that need not and should not 
be abandoned at the first sign of opposition. 
Until now, our diplomats have been work-
ing with discrete tactical approaches—a 
settlements freeze, proximity talks, direct 
talks—but without terms of reference, and 
the administration has backed away early 
when the tactics have not worked. But the 
strength of a comprehensive strategy should 
give the United States the confidence not 
to accept “no” as an answer. Even if the 
strategy does not work immediately, it will 
give Washington significant diplomatic ma-
neuvering space for a long period ahead, as 
well as significant political benefits in our 
international diplomacy.

A report card on the administration’s han-
dling of the peace process until today would 
probably say: “Too many erratic beginnings; 
lacked a definitive outcome.” It is unrealis-
tic to believe that a definitive outcome can 
be achieved before our next election, but it 
is not too late to craft a wise beginning—a 
strong, reasonable and sustainable peace 
strategy that forms the basis of the next 
phase of Middle East peacemaking. n
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I n April 2010, Barack Obama con-
vinced leaders from forty-seven coun-
tries to meet in Washington and dis-

cuss a topic to which most had previously 
paid scarce attention: securing vulner-
able nuclear materials. Most of these leaders 
cared little about the matter at hand but 
were eager to please a popular new U.S. 
president with the goal of securing all nu-
clear materials within four years. The desire 
to cultivate Obama’s favor had an impor-
tant payoff: high-profile attention to an 
issue that has often lingered in obscurity, 
even compared to other concerns in the ab-
struse world of global nuclear politics. And 
that attention meant potentially significant 
progress in keeping nuclear-weapons mate-
rials from terrorists.

The leaders at that summit also agreed 
that South Korea would host another nucle-
ar-security summit in 2012. On the face of 
it, South Korea was a strange choice, given 
that it neither possessed nuclear weapons 
nor the materials to make them—highly 
enriched uranium or separated plutonium. 
But Obama’s first choice, Russia, turned 
down the opportunity, and South Korea’s 
president Lee Myung-bak was eager to raise 
Seoul’s standing on the global stage and give 
the country’s burgeoning nuclear-energy in-

dustry a global seal of approval. 
So late this March, fifty or so leaders will 

descend on Seoul to track progress since 
the last summit and make a batch of fresh 
commitments. While their presence is sure 
to be heralded by the U.S. government, 
Korean citizens are likely to be less welcom-
ing. Many in Korea find it strange that their 
government should be putting so much 
effort into an event on nuclear terrorism 
when nuclear threats from North Korea 
and the effects of the Fukushima accident 
in Japan appear to be more pressing issues 
for the peninsula. Other countries share 
similar concerns, believing that the United 
States has devoted too much attention to 
the threat of nuclear terrorism at the ex-
pense of nonproliferation, safety and disar-
mament issues.

These concerns are likely to limit the 
ambitions of those who would like to see 
governments make significantly deeper nu-
clear-security commitments at Seoul. They 
are also likely to hamper efforts to make the 
current biannual security-summit process 
an ongoing fixture of international rela-
tions—particularly if attempts are made to 
stretch the current process beyond Obama’s 
four-year time frame. States face a choice: 
they can move forward with a wider process 
that takes in more issues in order to jus-
tify continued high-level attention; they can 
continue discussing a relatively narrow set 
of issues at a lower level; or they can main-
tain these high-level meetings but on a less 
frequent basis. 

Miles A. Pomper is a senior research associate 
at the James Martin Center for Nonproliferation 
Studies, where Michelle E. Dover is a research 
assistant.

The Seoul Nuclear Summit

By Miles A. Pomper and Michelle E. Dover
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In a 2009 speech in Prague, President 
Obama called for a world without nucle-

ar weapons and identified nuclear terrorism 
as the most serious threat to international 
security. His focus was on nuclear-security 
measures aimed at preventing, detecting 
and responding to intentional human ac-
tions such as theft of nuclear material or 
sabotage of nuclear facilities. The inter-
national community has a long way to go 
before it can address such issues effectively, 

however. Some limited international mech-
anisms cover aspects of the problem, but 
there is no comprehensive international 
framework for nuclear security. 

In his Prague speech, Obama announced 
plans to hold a nuclear-security summit 
in 2010. In addition to delegates from the 
forty-seven represented nations, this first 
summit in Washington pulled in represen-
tatives from the International Atomic Ener-
gy Agency (iaea), the European Union and 
the United Nations. The meeting produced 
a communiqué, which set broad goals, and 

a work plan that detailed objectives for all 
states. The work plan emphasized coopera-
tion, whether through sharing information 
or coordinating efforts among states on 
various levels. Though all countries sup-
ported these documents, the commitments 
and goals were strictly voluntary, provided 
numerous caveats and only vaguely speci-
fied which new measures should be applied 
and in what time frame.

In many ways the most concrete “deliv-
erables” from the summit were 
the states’ individual commit-
ments, dubbed “house gifts.” 
The White House announced 
that fifty-four national commit-
ments were made by twenty-
nine countries. These included 
pledges to donate money to the 
iaea, remove or secure nuclear 
material, prevent nuclear smug-
gling, ratify or support existing 
conventions and treaties, and 
convert reactors from running 
on nuclear-weapons-usable 
highly enriched uranium (heu) 
to safer low-enriched uranium 
(leu). 

The last promise was par-
ticularly important. Unlike its 
cousin, plutonium, heu is suit-
able for use in the simplest kind 
of nuclear weapon, a so-called 

“gun-type” bomb. In gun-type devices, one 
subcritical piece of fissile material is fired 
at another subcritical target. Together they 
form a critical mass and spark a chain reac-
tion. The process is so simple and well un-
derstood that such a device does not need 
to be explosively tested; even the first such 
bomb, which was dropped on Hiroshima 
in 1945, was not tested prior to its use. Ter-
rorists who acquired a sufficient quantity of 
heu would not need to be backed by the 
scientific and financial resources of a state 
to construct such a nuclear device. 
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 The primary civilian use of heu has been 
in research reactors and other test facilities, 
where it has been used in the process of 
producing medical isotopes and in civilian 
propulsion reactors. A half century ago, the 
Soviet Union and the United States started 
shipping heu abroad as part of their peace-
ful nuclear-cooperation programs (“Atoms 
for Peace” in U.S. parlance) because it gen-
erates a high flow of neutrons, useful for 
research and a number of specialized tasks. 

In the 1970s, the United States and the 
Soviet Union realized the potential prolifera-
tion problem of stockpiles of heu fuel scat-
tered around the world and began research-
ing how to convert reactors to the use of leu 
fuel. Russia later restarted the Soviet pro-
gram, but it has been reluctant to convert 
its own reactors to leu. After the September 
11 attacks, the United States accelerated its 
efforts to secure heu holdings around the 
world and convert facilities to leu. 

Conversion is not a simple process: leu 
fuel cannot be introduced into a research 
reactor without significant changes to the 
reactor itself, similar to how cars cannot run 
on fuels which they were not designed to 
handle. Since it is expensive to change the 
core design completely (much like putting a 
new engine in an old car), engineers attempt 
to tinker with the reactor core to achieve 
the same performance while not altering the 
reactor’s basic dimensions or running costs. 
The challenge is particularly difficult given 
that research reactors are even less standard-
ized than power reactors, meaning that al-
most every conversion of a reactor requires a 
time-consuming process to determine what 
changes can be made safely even before un-
dertaking the years-long conversion process 
itself. However, these technical challenges 
pale next to the difficulty in motivating 
countries, particularly Russia, to undertake 
conversions. U.S. officials estimate that even 
after decades of effort, little more than one-
third of the almost two hundred facilities 

worldwide that used heu have been con-
verted to leu or shut down.

An April 2011 report by the Arms Con-
trol Association and the Partnership for 
Global Security concluded that roughly 
60 percent of the 2010 commitments had 
been met, and substantial progress had 
been made on another 30 percent. Very 
few commitments had seen no progress at 
all. Ukraine, which was highly integrated 
into the Soviet nuclear complex, was sud-
denly left in the early 1990s with control 
of nuclear-weapons, energy and research 
programs, along with associated facilities 
and radioactive waste. While it transferred 
its weapons back to Russia in the 1990s, 
Ukraine still has nuclear-energy and re-
search programs. It pledged to remove all of 
its heu stocks by the 2012 Nuclear Security 
Summit, and today it has removed 50 kg of 
heu fuel and 56 kg of spent heu fuel from 
three sites. Thus, it is on track to fulfill 
its commitment. Outside of the summit, 
Ukraine has developed its legal and regula-
tory structures and accepted the United 
States’ help in strengthening its on-site se-
curity. Other states have continued to com-
plete their promises to increase cooperation 
with international mechanisms such as the 
iaea, the G-8 Global Partnership and the 
Global Initiative to Combat Nuclear Terror-
ism. They have also ratified related treaties 
and conventions, created new training and 
research centers, and physically secured or 
minimized the use of fissile material. 

But other foreign-policy considerations 
can interrupt these efforts. Belarus, another 
former Soviet state with a substantial nucle-
ar program, was not invited to attend the 
2010 summit because it resisted pressure to 
give up its stockpile of heu, but it pledged 
to the United States in December 2010 
that it would ship its remaining weapons-
grade heu (nearly enough for two bombs) 
to Russia by the time of the 2012 sum-
mit. However, Minsk retracted that promise 
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after the United States imposed sanctions 
on Belarus for cracking down on opposition 
leaders and cooperating with Iran’s nuclear 
program. 

A s the Seoul meeting approaches, atten-
tion has shifted from the accomplish-

ments and weaknesses of the Washington 
summit to the goals, content and scope of 
the next meeting. Everyone anticipates that 
South Korea will adapt its summit to reflect 
current events and its own regional con-
cerns, including tensions with North Korea, 
spent-fuel management and the aftermath 
of the Fukushima accident. 

The preparation for the 2012 Seoul sum-
mit began more than a year ago with a No-
vember 2010 meeting of the “sherpas” (top 
officials from each country assigned to nego-
tiate on issues before the summit) in Buenos 
Aires. The meeting was meant to review 
progress on the completion of national com-
mitments and begin floating ideas for the 
next conference. Nine concepts emerged:

1. Developing heu-management guide-
lines. Modeled on existing plutonium-man-
agement guidelines, these rules would call 
for states to provide greater transparency 
on their heu holdings. They also suggest 
tough standards for security, transportation 
and international transfers. The guidelines 
would aim to raise the cost of storing the 
material, thus encouraging states that are 
making little use of stocks to eliminate or 
consolidate them. 

2. Transportation security. Japan wanted to 
see more action to ensure radioactive mate-
rial was protected from theft, sabotage or 
other malicious acts during transport. The 

Convention on the Physical Protection of 
Nuclear Material (cppnm) addresses these 
issues, though not all states have ratified the 
convention or built the necessary legislative 
and regulatory frameworks and provided 
sufficient resources to implement it.

3. Illicit trafficking. Over the past two de-
cades, the iaea’s Illicit Trafficking Database 
has recorded hundreds of cases of criminal 
activity involving radioactive materials, in-
cluding well over a dozen involving heu or 
plutonium. Since illicit nuclear trafficking 
often makes use of the same tactics as do 
other black markets in humans, arms and 
drugs, it is considered imperative that law 
enforcement and border security are trained 
in what to look for in nuclear smuggling. 
The South Caucasus and Central Asia are of 
particular concern, in part because they are 
situated between the “supply” in Russia and 
potential buyers; these regions already have 
established networks for drugs, humans 
and arms, and all these could be used for 
nuclear trafficking as well. Officials could 
blunt the threat of nuclear smuggling by 
raising the level of border security in these 
countries and by providing training, detec-
tion equipment and response plans. 

4. Nuclear forensics. These technologies 
and activities attempt to trace nuclear ma-
terial (either used in a nuclear explosion 
or found unused) to its original source. 
This helps prevent future thefts, particularly 
from those who work in nuclear facilities, 
and also holds governments and organiza-
tions accountable for security lapses.

5. Advancing treaty ratification. There is 
currently no overarching framework for 
nuclear security, but nuclear-security stan-

Everyone anticipates South Korea will adapt its summit to reflect its 
own regional concerns, including tensions with North Korea, spent-

fuel management and the aftermath of the Fukushima accident.
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dards could be enhanced if countries would 
merely implement measures already agreed 
upon. These include the 2005 amendment 
to the cppnm, which takes a treaty that 
only governed nuclear material during in-
ternational transport and extends its writ to 
ensuring domestic protection of the same 
materials. The International Convention for 
the Suppression of Acts of Nuclear Terror-
ism (icsnt) also addresses nuclear security 
as it calls on states to take steps necessary to 
prevent, detect and respond to terrorist acts 
involving nuclear material. Despite the trea-
ties’ relevance, their potency is weakened 
through lack of follow-through. The cppnm 
amendment, for example, has been ratified 
by only one-third of the countries that are 
party to the convention. Two-thirds must 
ratify it before it can go into effect.

6. Coordination with other international 
mechanisms. These include groups such as 
the iaea, Interpol and the United Nations, 
all of whom will be participants at the sum-
mit. Already these organizations foster com-
munication among countries and address is-
sues related to nuclear security. Some, such 
as the iaea, already concentrate serious ef-
fort on these issues.

7. Nuclear-security culture. This aims to 
follow the path of nuclear-safety regimens 
of the past quarter century, which sought to 
curb natural disasters and flaws in technol-
ogy or human operation. A strong commit-
ment by many nuclear operators to nuclear 
safety significantly diminished the chances 
of nuclear-plant accidents since Chernobyl 
(leaving aside Fukushima). The World Insti-
tute for Nuclear Security, for example, is an 
international organization already dedicated 
to promoting best practices in nuclear secu-
rity and could use further recognition and 
support in achieving its goals. 

8. Information security. This aims to en-
sure that records accounting for nuclear 
material and tracing their control are secure 
from unauthorized access. Growing con-

cerns about cybersecurity make this issue 
particularly pressing.

9. Radiological-source security. This in-
volves protecting radioactive materials, 
such as cesium, in medical and industrial 
uses. Most countries do not have the special 
nuclear material needed for weapons, but 
many have civilian uses for various radio-
logical sources, which are susceptible to loss, 
theft and diversion. Often these materi-
als are small in size, easy to transport, and 
housed in less secure facilities such as hospi-
tals and schools. Such materials can be used 
in “dirty bombs,” conventional bombs that 
dispense radiological material, to contami-
nate areas and cause panic. 

As the sherpas and their deputies (the 
“sous-sherpas”) have continued to meet 
every few months, a consensus has formed 
in favor of some of these ideas. Others have 
fallen by the wayside, and still others con-
tinue to be in dispute. For example, there 
is general support for doing more about 
nuclear smuggling, exemplified by the fact 
that Interpol will participate in the meeting 
for the first time. On the other hand, some 
developing countries have resisted drafting 
heu guidelines as part of the summit pro-
cess, saying such issues are best addressed 
within the iaea. They have also resisted a 
U.S-led effort to set a date for phasing out 
the use of heu in research reactors that pro-
duce medical isotopes. 

The process of refining the agenda has 
been subject to many of the problems often 
seen in large, multilateral engagements: 
difficulty focusing the participants toward 
problem solving and away from established 
positions; a tendency to settle at the lowest 
common denominator; and challenges in 
making sure all participants are still engaged 
and on board with discussions. Organizers 
also have faced questions about the legiti-
macy and life span of the security-summit 
process as opposed to other, more estab-
lished multinational institutions such as the 



The National Interest52 The Seoul Nuclear Summit

Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty review 
process or the iaea. Although these bodies 
tend to give short shrift to nuclear security, 
they are strongholds in developing coun-
tries, which generally view nuclear security 
as a lower priority than other nuclear-policy 
goals. Some countries have also questioned 
the legitimacy of any global attempt to ad-
dress the issue of nuclear security, seeing it 
as a potential violation of their sovereignty 
and something that would allow other coun-
tries to discover their security vulnerabilities.

In addition, South Korea faces challenges 
in continuing the summit process while 

addressing issues of particular relevance to 
its population. The matter of greatest in-
terest to Korean citizens is addressing the 
developing nuclear arsenal of North Korea. 
The rogue regime was invited to the forth-
coming summit—but only on the condi-
tion that it renounce its nuclear-weapons 
program, an unlikely prospect. Thus, North 
Korea is not expected to attend the sum-
mit, and Washington will carefully avoid 
acknowledging any legitimacy in North Ko-
rea’s program. Despite these expected inter-
actions, the United States and South Korea 
could seek to use the summit as an oppor-
tunity to open a quiet dialogue with Pyong-
yang on radiological and nuclear security. In 
addition, the South Korean government is 
sure to take advantage of the captive audi-
ence of high-level leaders to seek support on 
the North Korean issue from sympathetic 
states on the margins of the summit. 

The Fukushima accident also has altered 
the agenda. There are a number of interna-
tional institutions and forums dedicated to 
nuclear safety, but given the magnitude of 
the accident, its proximity to South Korea 
and Seoul’s large nuclear-power industry, 
South Korean leaders will undoubtedly use 
the summit as an opportunity to reassure 
their citizens about the safety of nuclear 
power. The inclusion of nuclear safety 

posed an underlying tension in the run-
up to the summit between South Korea 
and the United States because the latter 
believes the nuclear-safety issue is better 
addressed elsewhere. An uneasy compro-
mise has emerged, with summit partici-
pants planning to discuss the areas where 
the issues of safety and security coincide. In 
truth, the nascent international nuclear-se-
curity regime could learn a great deal from 
the more established nuclear-safety regime 
that developed after the 1986 Chernobyl 
accident. Possible areas for action mod-
eled on the nuclear-safety regime include 
the use of regular assessments, information 
sharing, peer review and reviews of related 
international conventions. These integrate 
safety and security concerns. Since many 
countries are concerned about the safety 
of nuclear plants, peer reviews would help 
educate countries about preventative safety 
measures while creating new avenues for 
cooperation. And since nuclear crises do not 
respect political borders, support could be 
given to existing international institutions, 
for example by increasing funding for iaea 
activities in nuclear safety and security. Reg-
ular reviews and near-universal adherence 
to the Convention on Nuclear Safety offer 
a vision of what might happen were the 
amended cppnm and the icsnt to have the 
same reach and regular review. Even efforts 
to implement integrated approaches to risk 
management or standardize information 
gathering and distribution would further 
reinforce the development of frameworks to 
ensure nuclear security.

South Korea also seeks to place a greater 
focus on securing radioactive sources and 
civilian facilities, such as nuclear-power 
plants, waste-management sites and hospi-
tals. The Obama administration devoted 
little attention to this issue at the 2010 
summit because it wanted to concentrate 
on securing the more dangerous fissile ma-
terials. However, for most countries, par-
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ticularly those without fissile material, the 
threat of a dirty bomb is greater than that 
of the detonation of a nuclear device. One 
possibility could be making the current 
voluntary iaea Code of Conduct on the 
Safety and Security of Radioactive Sources 
a legally binding measure. Another might 
be to launch a broad, international scientific 
effort to look for technological alternatives 
to the most high-risk radioactive sources. 
Securing radioactive sources is not limited 
to on-site measures; it also requires a com-
prehensive tracking system and police train-
ing on how to respond to stolen nuclear 
material. This regimen can be enhanced 
by adherence to international mechanisms 
such as un Security Council Resolution 
1540. South Korea could discuss sharing or 
exporting its unique technology for tracing 
and tracking radioactive sources in real time 
as one of its house gifts. 

South Korea also has developed paral-
lel processes to occur around the Nuclear 
Security Summit. In 2010, separate meet-
ings for industry and policy experts were 
held in conjunction with the summit. This 
time, South Korea is looking to build those 
meetings (scheduled to be held several days 
before the main summit) into something 
more substantial, particularly the industry 
event. The organizers of the Korean indus-
try meeting are planning to put together 
three working groups—on heu minimiza-
tion, information security, and the intersec-
tion of safety and security—that will draft 
recommendations related to industry for 
political leaders at the summit. 

In addition, Seoul has been working with 
Washington to encourage a fresh round of 

house gifts, including some potential “gift 
baskets” in which several countries will join 
together in a commitment. One particularly 
telltale sign will be how forthcoming Russia 
is in the field of heu minimization, given 
that Moscow is viewed as the source of a 
significant amount of the heu that has been 
seized by government authorities around 
the world. Russia has more than half of the 
world’s remaining heu-fueled reactors but 
has been reluctant to convert the reactors to 
leu for largely social, cultural and econom-
ic reasons rather than technological ones. 
Only recently did it agree to cooperate with 
the United States on feasibility studies re-
garding converting some reactors, scheduled 
for completion by year’s end. A true house 
gift from Moscow would be a commitment 
to move forward with converting those re-
actors and look to convert others. 

The Seoul summit will also need to ad-
dress the next steps for the nuclear-se-

curity-summit process. It is clear that all vul-
nerable nuclear materials will likely not be 
secured in the summit’s four-year window. 
The question becomes whether there should 
be other summits in 2014 and beyond.

Given the four-year goals embraced at the 
first summit, it would make sense to have 
another summit in 2014 to assess whether 
these goals have been reached and what fur-
ther actions should be taken. The joint com-
mitment to that four-year time frame should 
also make it relatively easy to win support 
from countries for holding such a summit. 
Indeed, the biggest obstacle in this regard 
could prove to be a domestic one: concern 
by other countries that if Obama is not re-

There is currently no overarching framework for nuclear security, 
but nuclear-security standards could be enhanced if countries 

would merely implement measures already agreed upon.
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elected, his Republican successor may not 
share the same commitment to the nuclear-
security process. That said, nuclear security 
has been a truly bipartisan effort up to now, 
and the security summit has endorsed many 
Bush-administration initiatives. 

Summits bring high-level attention to 
low-profile challenges, but leaders may be 
wary of meeting every two years on such a 
narrow agenda. Still, the regular nature of 
the meetings and the “house gifts” approach 
have served to generate support for the pro-
cess among lower-level officials.

Organizers are pondering whether to 
push for a narrow focus at a lower level, a 
wider focus at the same high level or less 

frequent meetings. A narrow focus 
could ensure that efforts continue 
to concentrate on meeting Obama’s 
goal. A broader focus that includes 
nuclear safety, for example, and other 
peaceful nuclear issues could per-
suade leaders to attend such a meet-
ing every two years. Finally, less fre-
quent meetings would allow more 
opportunity for scoring progress and 
demand less high-level attention. 

With the 2012 Nuclear Security 
Summit taking place on the eve of 
national elections in both the United 
States and South Korea, the meeting 
is sure to arouse partisan passions on 
both sides of the Pacific. Opposition 
leaders in Washington and Seoul will 
denounce the meeting as a meaning-

less photo op beside the ongoing conflicts 
with North Korea and Iran. In order to 
rebut this criticism, political leaders should 
strive for an ambitious outcome, particu-
larly on the national commitments, which 
are not subject to the same lowest-common-
denominator pressures as the broader dec-
laration anticipated for the summit. They 
also need to set a firm foundation for the 
future by agreeing on a 2014 summit and 
putting in motion a process that will decide 
the future direction for these efforts. Such a 
success would ensure that the next U.S. ad-
ministration—Democratic or Republican—
is well positioned to continue efforts to pro-
tect the country against nuclear terrorism. n 
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T...he quest for improvement in 
the deeply troubled relationship 
between the United States (along 

with its Western allies) and Pakistan focuses 
largely on Pakistan’s role in Afghanistan and 
on the country’s approach to governing. But 
this quest has not yielded much, and rela-
tions between Washington and Islamabad 
are spiraling downward. Lost in this Ameri-
can struggle to induce change in Pakistani 
behavior is a fundamental reality—namely, 
that there probably can’t be any significant 
progress in improving the relationship so 
long as the India-Pakistan conflict persists. 
For Pakistanis, that conflict poses an omi-
nous existential challenge that inevitably 
drives their behavior on all things, includ-
ing their approach to the West and the war 
in Afghanistan. But if the India-Pakistan 
confrontation could be settled, chances for 
progress on other fronts would be greatly 
enhanced. 

That in turn raises questions about U.S. 
policy toward India. For years, that policy 
has been guided by the geopolitical the-
sis that the West needs to court India in 
order to counterbalance China’s growing 
power in Asia. Hence the United States 
has resisted the idea of pressuring India for 
concessions toward Pakistan in the ongoing 

conflict of nerves between the two coun-
tries. So long as that policy continues, pros-
pects are high for ongoing tensions between 
the United States and Pakistan, which has 
ominous implications for America’s efforts 
in Afghanistan. 

All this suggests that America may be 
pursuing an indirect strategy in its rela-
tionship with Pakistan. Instead of seeking 
to change Pakistan’s approach to the Af-
ghan war and its own government, America 
should begin with the India-Pakistan re-
lationship and reassess its view of India 
as a necessary counterweight to China. In 
short, what we need most is to consider the 
immediate issues concerning Pakistan and 
Afghanistan in the context of a much wider 
geopolitical reassessment.

I t is widely agreed that the greatest threat 
to the security of the United States and 

its allies is the combination of terrorism 
and nuclear arms. The most likely place 
for terrorists to acquire such a weapon is 
Pakistan. Although Pakistan has adopted 
various measures to improve the security of 
its weapons, the West is concerned. Paki-
stan, suspicious of Washington, has rejected 
America’s offers to help further secure these 
arms, and Western powers realize they don’t 
know the locations of all of them. The 2011 
attacks on a highly secure naval base in Ka-
rachi—which benefited from al-Qaeda pen-
etration of the Pakistani army—raise con-
cerns that similar attacks on facilities stor-
ing nuclear arms might succeed. Michele 
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Bachmann, drawing on her membership in 
the House Permanent Select Committee on 
Intelligence, stated that: “We have to rec-
ognize that fifteen of the sites, nuclear sites 
are available or are potentially penetrable 
by jihadists. Six attempts have already been 
made on nuclear sites.” 

Pakistan expanded its nuclear arsenal 
from sixty warheads in 2007 to more than 
one hundred in early 2011 and accelerated 
construction at the Khushab nuclear site, 
which will provide it with a fourth nuclear 
reactor as early as 2013.

Even if terrorists couldn’t capture nucle-
ar arms or acquire them from supporters 
within the Pakistani forces, insurgents could 
topple the government. This raises West-
ern concerns—accentuated by the fact that 
the government is weak and unstable and 
that anti-American sentiment in Pakistan is 
widespread and intense.

A “stable dysfunctional relationship” 
is one in which the parties damage each 
other but maintain the relationship because 
they also nurture each other. This certain-
ly defines the U.S.-Pakistani relationship. 
Former defense secretary Robert Gates fa-
mously referred to it as akin to a “troubled 
marriage” and used the parlance of marriage 
counselors in urging the parties to “keep 
working” at it. The admonition took on 
added force in November 2011 after the 
killing of twenty-four Pakistani soldiers by 
nato forces sparked a fresh crisis in the rela-
tionship. Pakistan quickly shut down supply 
routes through the country that nato forces 
had used to replenish their war efforts in 
Afghanistan. 

On the one hand, the Pakistani military is 
helping the United States fight the Afghan 
Taliban and al-Qaeda. It has allowed U.S. 
incursions into Pakistan and provided some 
of the intelligence on which drone strikes 
are sometimes based. On the other hand, 
the Afghan Taliban can hide, rest, regroup, 
rearm, train and organize in Pakistan, es-

pecially in North Waziristan. This greatly 
hinders the drive to end the insurgency in 
Afghanistan. Pakistan has publicly criticized 
the United States for violating Pakistani 
sovereignty, further inflaming anti-Ameri-
can sentiment in the country. 

In the spring of 2011, Pakistan demanded 
that Washington remove most of its military 
trainers and reduce the number of cia and 
Special Operations operatives in the country, 
but it also asked for more joint operations 
with the United States against the Taliban 
and more information sharing. While the 
Pakistani military often collaborates with the 
U.S. military, the Pakistani Inter-Services In-
telligence (isi) reportedly often lends a hand 
to the Afghan and Pakistani Taliban. 

The complicated relationship led to an 
odd situation in June 2011 when Afghan 
prime minister Hamid Karzai traveled to 
Pakistan to seek assurances that Afghan 
Taliban leaders, who were in negotiations 
for a peace settlement with his government, 
would not be killed or detained by Pakistan. 
Previously, when such negotiations seemed 
to be succeeding, Pakistan was known to 
capture the Taliban commanders involved. 
Elements of the Pakistani government op-
pose the peace process in part because the 
Karzai government is leaving out those 
Taliban members controlled by the isi on 
which Islamabad depends to be able to in-
fluence the future course of Afghanistan, 
especially after foreign forces leave.

Pakistan also worries that the United 
States will become more friendly with 
India as it pulls out of Afghanistan and 
no longer needs Pakistani supply routes. 
Helene Cooper observes in the New York 
Times that Pakistan wants to keep the Tal-
iban in its “good graces” should U.S. forces 
withdraw and leave the Taliban to reassert 
control over Afghanistan. “What Pakistan 
wants most in Afghanistan is an assurance 
that India cannot use it to threaten Paki-
stan. For that, a radical Islamic movement 
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like the Taliban, with strong ties to kin in 
Pakistan, fits the bill.”

Pakistan responds that it has taken many 
military and civilian casualties in fighting 
both the terrorists and the militants and 
that it has made progress in South Wa-
ziristan and the Swat Valley. Major General 
Nadir Zeb, inspector general of Pakistan’s 
paramilitary Frontier Corps, even claims 
that the tribal areas have been nearly cleared 
of militants since 2007; only a “very thin 
belt is left. The rest is all cleared.”

Some observers argue that because the 
Pakistani military wants to ensure the con-
tinued flow of billions of U.S. dollars in 
military aid, the military has a vested inter-
est in not fighting militants and terrorists 
too vigorously. As author Lawrence Wright 
has noted:

What would happen if the Pakistani military 
actually captured or killed Al Qaeda’s top lead-
ers? The great flow of dollars would stop, just as 
it had in Afghanistan after the Soviets limped 
away. I realized that, despite all the suffering 
the war on terror had brought to Pakistan, the 
military was addicted to the money it gener-
ated. The Pakistani Army and the isi were in 
the looking-for-bin-Laden business, and if they 
found him they’d be out of business.

Pakistanis point out that the United States 
supported them strongly as long as Pakistan 
served as the major venue for organizing, 
arming and financing the mujahideen (the 
predecessors of the Taliban) to drive out the 
ussr. However, once this mission was com-
pleted, Washington lost interest in Pakistan 
and the flow of funds dried up. Pakistan re-

ceived no American aid in 1992, down from 
$783 million in 1988. Former Pakistani 
president Pervez Musharraf argues: 

The United States “used” Pakistan and then 
abandoned it: this was taken as a betrayal. The 
U.S. nuclear policy of appeasement and stra-
tegic co-operation with India against Pakistan 
is taken by the man in the street in Pakistan as 
very partisan and an act of animosity against 
our national interest.

Furthermore, the low ebb of U.S.-Paki-
stani relations is evident in the recent pub-
lic expression of anti-American views even 
by military leaders. In November 2010, 
a Pakistani newspaper reported that a se-
nior Pakistani military officer stated that 
his organization views the United States as 
seeking “controlled chaos” in Pakistan and 
to “denuclearize” the regime. In a gathering 
of military officers in May 2011, when a 
U.S. ambassador asked who constitutes the 
country’s top threat, more chose the United 
States than the other two choices: India or 
forces within Pakistan.

In short, the West and Pakistan do not 
trust one another. They comingle coop-
eration with conflict—sometimes helping, 
sometimes undermining each other—and 
both hedge against betrayal while drawing 
on each other’s resources. One could char-
acterize the relationship as schizophrenic or 
byzantine. It may be stable, but it is dysfunc-
tional. And nobody would call it wholesome.

S ince the war in Afghanistan started a 
decade ago, America and its allies have 

sent numerous high-powered representa-

America is unlikely to achieve its goal with threats to divorce 
itself from Pakistan, “get tough” or condition its aid on 

Pakistan meeting certain benchmarks in combating militants.



The National Interest58 Rethinking the Pakistan Plan

tives to Pakistan to cajole and pressure Is-
lamabad to change its ways. These public 
lectures have been delivered by secretaries 
of state, foreign ministers, high-ranking 
military officials and special representatives 
(in particular, U.S. diplomat Richard Hol-
brooke). Military and civilian aid has been 
granted, and promises of more, coupled 
with threats to scale it back, have been 
made in order to compel Pakistan to mend 
its ways. These efforts have not all been in 
vain. Pakistan’s military did move some of 
its resources from the border with India 
and intensified its anti-insurgency drive, 

especially in North Waziristan. Also, Paki-
stan has improved security of its nuclear 
facilities, and the nuclear-arms proliferation 
network of A. Q. Khan seems to have been 
deactivated. However, the total effect of all 
these moves has been limited. In 2011, sev-
eral members of Congress called for “getting 
tough” with Pakistan, and others suggested 
a “divorce.”

Such suggestions on how to move Paki-
stan in favored directions miss a central 
reality: Washington and its allies are much 
more dependent on Pakistan than Pakistan 

is on them. The nuclear arms of Pakistan 
pose a very serious threat to the United 
States and its allies; there is nothing in 
the West that poses a similar threat to Is-
lamabad. Proliferation is a major Western 
concern but not one for Pakistan. When 
Islamabad closes the supply routes to Af-
ghanistan, as it has done on several occa-
sions when angry, it deprives Washington 
and its allied forces of crucial supplies. The 
West would cause much less disruption if 
it were to cut off help to Pakistan. China 
could quickly pick up the slack, as reflected 
in the fact that its investment in Pakistan 

has grown from around $4 billion in 2007 
to $25 billion in 2010. (It remains an open 
question, though, whether China would 
be willing to write checks to the Pakistani 
military, as the United States currently 
does.)

Daniel Markey at the Council on For-
eign Relations has noted that Pakistani 
officials talk openly about China as a “stra-
tegic alternative to the United States.” The 
government has described China as an “all-
weather friend” (a pointed contrast to the 
United States, which is often character-
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ized as only a fair-weather friend). Beijing 
would benefit from an alliance with Paki-
stan by gaining an alternate route for Chi-
na’s energy supply, which currently bottle-
necks at the Strait of Malacca in the Indian 
Ocean. In May 2011, China announced the 
sale of fifty fighter jets to Islamabad. (The 
fighter, known as the jf-17, was developed 
jointly by Pakistan and China.) Beijing is 
a major investor in Pakistan and a pri-
mary supplier of its weaponry (70 percent 
of Islamabad’s tanks are Chinese). China 
allowed Pakistan to test its first nuclear 
device on Chinese ground and aided it in 
transporting missiles purchased from North 
Korea. The two nations also conducted 
three joint military exercises. China has 
made investments in Pakistan’s infrastruc-
ture, including construction of the deep-sea 
port of Gwadar and the Karakoram High-
way, a roadway connecting China to Paki-
stan. Islamabad is encouraging Afghanistan 
to court Beijing as well. 

In short, America is unlikely to achieve 
its goal with threats to divorce itself from 
Pakistan, “get tough”  or condition its aid 
on Pakistan meeting certain benchmarks in 
combating militants. Pakistan doesn’t need 
the United States nearly as much as the 
United States needs Pakistan, and Beijing 
is standing by to benefit from the West fur-
ther alienating Islamabad.

A rather different approach, and an even 
less promising one than pressing Paki-

stan to change its ways, is to build the civil-
ian government and its societal bases in Pak-
istan and reduce the role and power of the 
military, ensuring that it is under the control 
of elected officials. For example, Aqil Shah, 
a postdoctoral fellow at Harvard, calls for 
turning Pakistan into a viable state with a 
strong civil society dominated by civilian 
leaders rather than one overshadowed by 
the military. In this view, corruption would 
be curbed and the economy would grow, 

generating meaningful jobs, particularly for 
the large youth population. These changes 
are to be brought about by the United States 
shifting aid from the military to the civilian 
sector. Shah argues, “Militant extremism 
can be fought effectively only through seri-
ous governance reforms that ensure the rule 
of law and accountability.” He claims that 
Pakistan’s government may need a “multi-
billion-dollar Marshall Plan” but such “aid 
should be tightly linked to Pakistan’s eco-
nomic performance, progress in combating 
corruption, and transparency and respon-
siveness in government.” Shah also argues 
that Washington should take a tougher ap-
proach with the Pakistani military and make 
clear that “interference in politics will not be 
tolerated and could have serious repercus-
sions, including a downgrading of military 
ties, the suspension of nondevelopment aid, 
and broader diplomatic isolation.” 

The thesis that the United States can 
build up Pakistan’s civilian elements and 
scale back its military ones is reflected in 
the Kerry-Lugar bill (named after Mas-
sachusetts Democratic senator John Kerry 
and Indiana Republican senator Richard 
Lugar), which provides $7.5 billion in aid 
over five years but demands that Pakistan 
cooperate with Washington on nonprolif-
eration, make significant progress in com-
bating terrorist groups and ensure that the 
Pakistani military is separated from the 
country’s politics. 

This approach ignores the West’s poor 
record of long-distance nation building. As 
William Easterly has shown in his book The 
White Man’s Burden, the nations that mod-
ernized over the last decades had high 
growth rates and were politically stable. 
South Korea, Taiwan, China and Singapore 
made these advances on  their own, with 
very little foreign aid. At the same time, the 
nations that received large amounts of aid, 
especially in Africa, often struggled. A 2006 
World Bank study showed that fourteen of 
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the twenty-five aid-recipient countries cov-
ered by the report had the same or declining 
rates of per capita income from the mid-
1990s to the early 2000s.

The United States and its allies haven’t 
demonstrated much success in transforming 
Iraq and Afghanistan. A 2011 report by the 
Senate Foreign Relations Committee shows 
that much of the aid to Afghanistan was 
wasted or remains unaccounted for, and the 
money’s positive effects were short-lived and 
distorted the Afghan economy, polity and 
society. 

Some of the funds intended to assist 
Pakistan’s fight against terrorism have 
been used to purchase weapons to counter 
India. Much of the rest has been lost to 
corruption. As Wright notes, “The Paki-
stani military . . . submits expense claims 
[to be reimbursed for its fight against ter-
rorism] every month to the U.S. Embas-
sy in Islamabad; according to a report in 
the Guardian, receipts are not provided—
or requested.” 

Anticorruption drives seldom succeed, 
and there is little reason to believe that ci-
vilians are less corrupt than the military. 
Moreover, the military is one of the few 
institutions in Pakistan that is widely re-
spected, and the current civilian leadership 
is considered weak and divided. As Shuja 
Nawaz, director of the South Asia Center 
at the Atlantic Council, puts it, “The Paki-
stani military is destined to remain an im-
portant institution in Pakistan’s otherwise 
dysfunctional polity.”

In short, nation building (or “capacity 
building”) seems even less likely to succeed 
than muscular diplomacy. 

There is one major reason why the Paki-
stani army is reluctant to dismantle the 

militant groups, sever its alliance with the 
Afghan Taliban and accept a reduced stand-
ing in society: the country’s government 
and people view India as their first, second 
and third enemy. The term “obsession” is 
often used to describe this preoccupation. 
India and Pakistan have been archenemies 
ever since the 1947 partition. They have 
fought three major wars and engaged in 
several armed clashes, including some that 
have come close to nuclear war. Each na-
tion has supported terrorist acts against the 
other. And their sizable armies are trained, 
equipped and centered on fighting one an-
other. This conflict seems intractable, and 
the many attempts to settle it have failed. 
However, resolving this impasse would have 
major strategic consequences for all the is-
sues at hand. It would not be easy, to put it 
mildly. But there has been progress on this 
front in the past. 

In 2007, secret negotiations between 
the two countries reportedly came close 
to a wide-ranging and encompassing deal. 
Confidence-building measures at that time 
included the easing of visa restrictions be-
tween the countries and talks to work out 
the contentious border of Sir Creek. The 
two governments explored making a pref-
erential trade agreement. Pakistan even 
considered granting India “most favored 
nation” status, conditioned on just a few 
minor changes in Indian policy. The time 
may now be ripe for another major conflict-
resolution drive.

The main point of contention is the fate 
of Kashmir. Commentators often speak of 

Suggestions for the West to pressure Pakistan in various 
ways to change its behavior ignore the reality that the West 

needs Pakistan more than Pakistan needs the West.
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this issue as implacable. However, there is 
an emerging consensus between India and 
Pakistan on how to proceed. Since the par-
tition, various approaches to Kashmir have 
been suggested. They include granting it 
independence, dividing it between Pakistan 
and India along the Line of Control (loc), 
and basing the decision on a referendum of 
Kashmiris. But the two countries seem to 
be moving toward a third way, sometimes 
referred to as a “soft” border, which would 
entail giving the two parts of Kashmir con-
siderable autonomy and allowing its citizens 
free movement and trade between them. 
According to a report by researchers P. R. 
Chari and Hasan Askari Rizvi published 
by the U.S. Institute of Peace, “the govern-
ments of India and Pakistan have both re-
peatedly endorsed the concept.” Moreover, 
an opinion survey on both sides of the loc 
reveals public support for peace and soft 
borders. And there are increasing calls on 
both sides for Kashmiri representation in 
negotiations and for demilitarization of the 
area.

Indeed, the 2007 back-channel negotia-
tions between representatives of the Mush-
arraf and Singh governments were mov-
ing well toward a settlement along these 
lines, adding a proposal to establish a joint 
body (comprised of Kashmiris, Indians 
and Pakistanis) to oversee issues affecting 
populations on both sides of the loc. Un-
fortunately, both the Indian and Pakistani 
governments hesitated to codify the agree-
ment, fearing the public reaction. By 2008, 
the opportunity to proceed was lost in the 
aftermath of Musharraf ’s resignation and 
the abandonment of peace talks after the 
Mumbai attacks. Resistance to a settlement 
remains strong among some elements in the 
bureaucratic and military establishments of 
both countries. However, given the promis-
ing resumption of dialogue between India 
and Pakistan in early 2011 and the fact that 
the deal brokered in 2007 is still on the 

table, there is reason to suggest that if addi-
tional investments were made in the settle-
ment of this dispute, significant progress 
could be made. 

Settling the India-Pakistan conflict 
would remove a major reason Pakistan is 
keen to control the future government of 
Afghanistan and ensure that its allies in the 
Taliban would be a major force in Kabul’s 
leadership. Currently, Pakistan fears that 
Afghanistan will tilt toward India and India 
will use Afghanistan as a platform for a spy 
network. Islamabad also fears that because 
Pakistan is such a narrow country, if an In-
dian attack were launched from the east, its 
troops might need to retreat into Afghani-
stan. If India and Afghanistan were allies, 
Pakistan would be forced to fight on two 
fronts in the event of conflict. In addition, 
it worries about India stirring up ethnic 
tensions in Afghanistan that could spill over 
Pakistani borders. (India has historically 
supported ethnic minorities, which could 
create conflict with the Pashtun majorities 
in Afghanistan and Pakistan.) Islamabad 
has also accused New Delhi of using its 
influence in Kabul to provide funding and 
training to terrorist groups such as the Balu-
chistan Liberation Army in Pakistan’s tribal 
areas with the goal of destabilizing the Paki-
stani government.

Normalized relations between India and 
Pakistan would also bring considerable eco-
nomic benefits to both. For example, India 
needs cement, and Pakistan’s factories are 
close to the border. Currently, bilateral trade 
is a meager $2 billion a year (compared to 
India’s $60 billion annual trade with China, 
for example).

Visionaries even see a Pakistan and India 
following the example of France and Ger-
many. After fighting each other for genera-
tions and causing more harm to each other 
than the two Asian nations, Paris and Berlin 
reconciled and formed a productive union. 
If Pakistan and India could one day find 
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their way to such a union, they might even 
be able to scale back their military nuclear 
programs and join the Nuclear Non-Prolif-
eration Treaty (npt), which would do won-
ders for the treaty’s weakened state. 

State Department sources privately con-
firm that “back-channel” negotiations are 
taking place between India and Pakistan 
and that the United States is fostering this 
dialogue. But the West needs to invest 
much more in them than it currently does. 
For instance, taking into account that Paki-
stan is worried about its lack of strategic 
depth and India’s conventional superior-
ity, the West might favor positioning peace-
keeping forces on the new borders, much as 
it did in Korea’s dmz and previously in Ber-
lin. These forces would be positioned only 
after a settlement was reached, and they 
should include troops from nations such 
as Indonesia and Nigeria, combined with 
forces from nations such as Canada and 
Norway, possibly with logistical and intel-
ligence support by the United States.

Renegotiation of the U.S.-India civil-nu-
clear agreement seems a particularly good 
place to start. India (and Pakistan) was for 
decades barred from nuclear trade with the 
West because it did not join the npt. The 
Bush administration moved in the opposite 
direction, providing American aid to India’s 
civilian nuclear-energy program and ex-
panding U.S.-India cooperation in nuclear 
technology. This assistance was to be used 
only for nonmilitary purposes. However, 
by allowing the sale of uranium to India 
for its civilian reactors, the United States 
enabled India to move its existing supply of 
uranium to military use. (Before that, In-
dian power plants were operating at reduced 
capacity to make more nuclear bombs.) The 
Bush administration rationalized these steps 
by predicting they would improve relations 
with India, which it considered the West’s 
best counterbalance against China. How-
ever, rather than fostering a closer relation-

ship between New Delhi and Washington, 
the treaty has been highly controversial in 
India. It took years of wrangling before 
New Delhi approved the final piece of the 
deal in August 2010. 

In response to the Bush administra-
tion’s deal with India, Pakistan increased 
its nuclear program on its own by rapidly 
expanding its plutonium production, and 
China granted Pakistan two more reactors 
as part of an agreement parallel to the U.S.-
India one. (Some may argue that the Chi-
na-Pakistan deal was under way before the 
U.S.-India one. Although this is true, the 
China-Pakistan deal was not implemented 
until after the U.S.-India one.) The result 
is a case study in how the expansion of nu-
clear facilities in one country can spur the 
expansion of nuclear facilities in another—
exactly the course that should be avoided. 
Given the great resistance to the nuclear 
agreement in India by the opposition and 
major segments of the public, Washington 
may find India quite willing to renegoti-
ate the agreement. Scaling it back seems 
a particularly promising way to show that 
the West is no longer tilting toward India, 
thus perhaps convincing Pakistan that it 
need not expand its nuclear program. That 
would greatly ease tensions between the two 
nations.

It isn’t likely, however, that such moves 
will take place—or succeed if they do take 
place—unless the West engages in a major 
geopolitical reassessment of India. That in 
turn requires examining the West’s future 
relationship with China.

The United States believes it must court 
India to balance China. That is a 

major reason why Washington has not pres-
sured India more heavily to come to terms 
with Pakistan and why Pakistan fears, not 
without reason, that America is turning to-
ward India. During much of the Cold War, 
the West viewed India as leaning toward the 
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communist bloc and Pakistan as a staunch 
anticommunist ally. Pakistan played a major 
role in helping the United States drive the 
ussr out of Afghanistan. Over the decades, 
Pakistan received considerable amounts of 
foreign and military aid as well as equip-
ment and training from Washington. India, 
meanwhile, was largely spurned.

By 2000, however, the United States was 
increasingly concerned about the rise of 
China as a superpower and seeking ways 
to “balance” it. Washington believed that 
New Delhi could play a key role in this new 
geopolitical lineup. Additionally, 
India, as a democratic and eco-
nomically successful  nation,  was 
held up as a countermodel to the 
Chinese brand of state capital-
ism, which had growing appeal in 
the Third World. As a result, the 
United States tilted toward India 
by expanding bilateral coopera-
tion and investment in a number 
of areas. Washington capped these 
overtures by signing the landmark 
nuclear-cooperation deal in 2008.

Thus, just as it is difficult to 
see an end to the war in Afghani-
stan—and the neutralization 
of the Taliban sanctuaries more 
broadly—without a shift in the 
policies of Pakistan, it is equally 
difficult to envisage such changes 
occurring without shifts in the 
Indo-Pakistani relationship. The same holds 
for “rebalancing” the military-civilian rela-
tionships within Pakistan. In other words, 
instead of focusing mainly on what the 
West can gain from Pakistan or give to Pak-
istan, Washington should focus on the im-
pact that changes in the U.S.-India relation-
ship would have on Pakistan’s inner balance 
and its Afghanistan policies. The place to 
start is for the United States to reassess the 
geopolitical role it assigned to India as a 
China balancer.

This reassessment should center on 
whether China needs to be balanced; the 
timing of such balancing, if it is needed; 
and the costs of casting India in this role. 
Much has been made of the rise of China 
and the decline of the United States. Such 
commentary tends to overlook that any 
American decline starts from a very high 
level of military and economic prowess 
while China is rising from a rather low 
level. True, the size of the Chinese econo-
my is expected to reach that of the United 
States by 2035. However, given that China 

has four times more people to feed, house 
and otherwise service, the more relevant fig-
ure is income per capita. China’s income per 
capita is quite low, about $7,400. 

Assessments of China’s military power 
vary considerably. However, most experts 
agree that it would take at least two de-
cades before China could win a major war 
against the United States. Many of China’s 
latest military acquisitions are either up-
graded knockoffs of old Soviet equipment 
or purchased from the former ussr—hardly 
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state-of-the-art technologies. Others are un-
likely to achieve full operational capability 
for years, including the headline-grabbing 
Chinese stealth fighter, the j-20. And per-
haps the greatest perceived Chinese military 
threat, antiaircraft (“carrier-killer”) ballistic 
missiles, have yet to be publicly tested over 
water against a maneuvering target. China’s 
yet-to-be-deployed first aircraft carrier was 
purchased from Ukraine in the 1990s. (The 
United States has eleven.) Beijing’s newest 
attack jet, the j-15, is an updated version of 
a Soviet one. It carries less fuel than a U.S. 
one and, as a takeoff method, requires fly-
ing off a ski-jump-style runway. When Rus-
sia refused to sell China nuclear submarines, 
Beijing attempted to build its own, produc-
ing subs that turned out to be noisier than 
those built by the Soviets thirty years ago. 

Some hawks in the United States use 
the term “China hedge” to argue that the 
U.S. military ought to prepare for war with 
China, just in case it turns out to become a 
major adversary decades from now. How-
ever, given that Beijing will not pose a seri-
ous threat to the United States for decades, 
Washington can engage in the opposite 
kind of China hedge: an attempt to build 
peaceful cooperation, a case outlined in 
Henry Kissinger’s 2011 book on China. 

Beijing may well prefer such a course 
over continuing to increase its military in-
vestment. After all, it worries about the 
large segments of its population now de-
manding the kind of affluence enjoyed only 
by a minority, to say nothing of other do-
mestic tensions and major environmental 
challenges. Additionally, one should note 
that China does not have an expansionist 
ideology and has shown no desire to run 
the world or replace the United States as a 
global hegemon, although it is keen to play 
a much greater role in its region and to se-
cure the flow of commodities and energy on 
which its economic well-being depends.

Taking all these factors into account, 

there seems to be ample time to first try 
what Henry Kissinger calls “co-evolution” 
and others have referred to as a China-U.S. 
partnership. Indeed, defining China as an 
enemy and moving to balance it could be-
come a factor in making it into the kind of 
adversary it might not otherwise become. 

Moreover, it is far from obvious what 
is meant by “balancing” in a twenty-first-
century context—and whether India is well 
suited as a balancing power, even if there 
were a need and a way to balance Beijing. 
Economically, India and China have much 
to gain from increased trade and coop-
eration and from devoting their resources 
to economic development rather than to 
accelerated military buildup. Politically, 
India is rather ambivalent about the United 
States. Above all, Washington’s tilting to-
ward New Delhi, especially the nuclear 
deal, is generating some rather negative 
side effects from a balancing viewpoint: 
It is driving Pakistan to a closer alliance 
with China, including a military one. And, 
worst of all, it is a major reason Pakistan 
is accelerating its buildup of nuclear arms. 
This fact alone justifies the suggested geo-
political reassessment.

Much attention has been paid to 
threats posed to major interests of 

the West by conditions and developments 
in Pakistan and its role in Afghanistan. Nu-
merous attempts have been made over the 
last decade to convince Islamabad to close 
the Afghan Taliban sanctuaries in Pakistan, 
cease supporting the insurgency in Afghani-
stan, better fight its own insurgency and 
better secure its nuclear arms. These efforts 
have not been particularly successful. Sug-
gestions for the West to pressure Pakistan in 
various ways to change its behavior ignore 
the reality that the West needs Pakistan 
more than Pakistan needs the West. And 
there is little realism in suggestions that the 
West can restructure Pakistan, build up its 
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civil society and scale back its military. 
The most promising route seems to be 

the one that appears the most difficult—
helping settle the India-Pakistan conflict. 
Such a settlement would free Pakistan to 
focus its forces on the insurgency, reduce 
its sense that it must control the course 
of events in Afghanistan, possibly scale 
back its military nuclear program and bet-
ter secure its nuclear arms. It would also 
reduce the importance of the military. 
Detailed and rather widely shared ideas 
have been put forth on how this conflict 
might be settled, and various tension-re-
duction moves and negotiations between 
the two nations have al-
ready taken place. That 
indicates this road can be 
navigated.

For the West to influ-
ence the conflict settle-
ment, it will need to show 
Pakistan that the United 
States and its allies are 
no longer tilting toward 
India. Doing so will re-
quire a geopolitical reas-
sessment, one which ac-
knowledges that China is 
best treated as a regional 
power (although not a 
regional hegemon) with 
few, if any, global ambi-
tions and a power with 
which the West can deal 
on many international 
matters. This reassessment, 
moreover, would recognize 
that balancing is a concept 
that applies poorly to the 
twenty-first-century age of 
weapons of mass destruc-
tion, cyberwarfare, long-
range missiles, uncon-
ventional forces and ter-
rorism. Thus there is no 

reason to try to cast India in the role of a 
China balancer.

In short, both the links between Afghani-
stan and Pakistan and Pakistan’s internal 
dynamics are affected by the India-Pakistan 
entanglement. This entanglement, in turn, 
is affected by the India-China-West rela-
tionship. Although at first it may seem far-
fetched to argue that a promising way to 
break the persistent morass in Afghanistan 
and Pakistan is to reexamine Western as-
sumptions about China’s course, this av-
enue might well be worth exploring in its 
own right and for the sake of all the parties 
involved. n
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The Contradictions 
of George Kennan
By Christopher Layne

John Lewis Gaddis, George F. Kennan: An 
American Life (New York: Penguin, 2011), 
800 pp., $39.95.

G eorge F. Kennan—diplomat, for-
eign-policy analyst, historian, so-
cial critic, memoirist—has been 

the focus of much scholarly attention. But 
it seems safe to say that Yale historian John 
Lewis Gaddis’s comprehensive biography 
comes as close as any book ever will to 
being the final word on Kennan. Based in 
part on extensive interviews with his subject 
over a quarter century, George F. Kennan: An 
American Life provides a rich, warts-and-all 
(and warts there were) portrait of a man 
widely regarded as the author of America’s 
grand strategy of containment at the dawn 
of the Cold War. Meticulously researched 
and wonderfully written, Gaddis’s opus 
works on two levels: it penetrates Kennan’s 
complex psychology and personality with 
deep insight, and it offers up an intellectual 
history of the Cold War, seen through the 

prism of how Kennan’s views influenced, 
and failed to influence, American foreign 
policy during that tension-filled epoch.

There are poignant elements in the Ken-
nan story. One is that while he understood 
perhaps better than anyone in Washington 
the Soviet regime’s inherent fragility, his 
two most influential writings—the famous 
February 1946 diplomatic cable known as 
the “Long Telegram” and the July 1947 
“X” article in Foreign Affairs—led many 
to overstate the Soviet threat. Others in 
Washington, lacking Kennan’s intellectual 
suppleness and acuity, seized on his some-
times hyperbolic language to undergird 
their expansive postwar ambitions. Further, 
Kennan’s own contribution to U.S. actions 
with respect to the Marshall Plan had the 
effect, intended or not, of raising Kremlin 
fears about America’s European ambitions, 
thereby contributing to Cold War tensions.

The irony of Kennan’s story is that for all 
the attention showered upon him over the 
past sixty years, his government career was 
remarkably brief. During the two years after 
his “Long Telegram” in early 1946, Ken-
nan’s star was in ascendancy in Washington. 
But then, as Gaddis notes, in early 1948 
Kennan lost his footing and never really re-
gained it. He ascribes this fall from grace to 
a complex—often contradictory—personal-
ity, which puzzled even his closest friends. 
Kennan was brilliant and ambitious but 
could be self-absorbed, insecure, moody, 
sensitive and prone to recurrent bouts of 
depression. In the Foreign Service and later, 
Kennan fretted that his voice did not carry 
the weight he thought it deserved and that 
his ideas weren’t taken as seriously as he 
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thought appropriate. He didn’t take criti-
cism well.

Gaddis writes that frustration was Ken-
nan’s “normal state” and that he had trouble 
keeping his emotions apart from his strate-
gies. The biographer hones in on the com-
plexities of the Kennan persona when he 
notes that the diplomat “had the intuitions 
and insights—but also the volatility—of a 
poet.” For a life such as Kennan’s, this was 
both a strength and a weakness.

On the one hand, this temperament pro-
vided a rare gift of deep understanding, let-
ting him see the structural interconnections 
of international politics and the possibilities 
for rearranging them in favorable ways. He 
was capable, writes Gaddis, of “projecting 
policy much further into the future” than 
his peers. On the other hand, this poetic 
nature led some—particularly the lawyerly 
and ever-practical Dean Acheson—to view 
Kennan as mystical, visionary, prophetic 
and a champion of wholly impractical poli-
cies. Kennan failed in the big policy debates 
of 1948 and 1949, so Gaddis suggests, be-
cause he could not translate his vision into 
recommendations for practical solutions.

Still, while Kennan’s tendency toward 
prophecy and dissent may have undercut 
his influence as a policy maker, it proved 
invaluable during his long “second act” as 
a thinker, writer and analyst based at Princ-
eton’s Institute for Advanced Study. Dur-
ing these years, he distinguished himself 
by warning of the dangers of Washington’s 
Cold War nuclear posture, advocating su-
perpower disengagement as a means to end-
ing the U.S.-Soviet face-off on the Elbe and 
emerging as one of the leading voices in the 

first generation of American foreign-policy 
realists. In each of these areas, he built his 
career upon ideas formed during govern-
ment service.

During his foreign-service career, Ken-
nan was right about the big things. 

He saw correctly that after World War II, 
the United States was far stronger than the 
Soviet Union. Hence, he believed, Washing-
ton should be cautious and patient, taking 
care not to overreact to Soviet policies. But 
others in Washington, focusing on “Long 
Telegram” and “X” article passages that de-
picted the Soviet Union in dark and menac-
ing terms, hijacked Kennan’s own words to 
implement policies of which he did not ap-
prove. Gaddis writes, citing Henry Kissing-
er, that Kennan came “closer than anyone 
else to authoring the diplomatic doctrine of 
his era.” But, Gaddis notes, “after 1947 he 
could never regard the doctrine with which 
he was credited as his own.”

The “Long Telegram” and “X” article 
painted a frightening—even lurid—picture 
of Moscow’s intentions. The United States, 
said Kennan, faced a

political force committed fanatically to the 
belief that with [the] US there can be no per-
manent modus vivendi, that it is desirable and 
necessary that the internal harmony of our 
society be disrupted, our traditional way of life 
be destroyed, the international authority of our 
state be broken, if Soviet power is to be secure.

Moreover, in pursuit of these ambitions, the 
Soviet Union had the “power of disposition 
over energies of one of [the] world’s great-
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est peoples and resources of [the] world’s 
richest national territory, and is borne along 
by deep and powerful currents of Russian 
nationalism.” As Kennan put it, the Soviet 
challenge was “undoubtedly [the] greatest 
task our diplomacy has ever faced and prob-
ably [the] greatest it will ever have to face.”

Although Kennan believed the Soviet 
Union aimed to “destroy” the American 
way of life and “break” the United States’ 
global power, he also believed the Sovi-
ets would be hard-pressed to achieve those 
goals. He saw the Soviet Union as gravely 
weakened by the sacrifices of World War 
II. And he never viewed Stalin as a risk-
taking adventurer such as Hitler. While 
the Kremlin might be “impervious to logic 
of reason,” he observed in the “Long Tele-
gram,” “it is highly sensitive to logic of 
force.” Thus, Kennan said, “it can easily 
withdraw—and usually does—when strong 
resistance is encountered at any point.” Fi-
nally, unlike most U.S. policy makers at the 
time, Kennan understood that the Soviet 
Union was fragile and riddled with internal 
contradictions that threatened its long-term 
existence. Hence, its “internal soundness 
and permanence of movement need not yet 
be regarded as assured.” For these reasons, 
Kennan argued, the United States could 
“approach calmly and with good heart [the] 
problem of how to deal with Russia.” In 
a famous—and, he subsequently would 
claim, misconstrued—passage, Kennan 
concluded that:

Soviet pressure against the free institutions of 
the western world is something that can be 
contained by the adroit and vigilant application 

of counter-force at a series of constantly shift-
ing geographical and political points, corre-
sponding to the shifts and maneuvers of Soviet 
policy.

In the “X” article, Kennan argued that 
the Soviet Union—far weaker than the 
West—“bears within it the seeds of its own 
decay” and “the sprouting of these seeds is 
well advanced.” He also understood that 
Moscow’s sphere of influence in East Cen-
tral Europe was a source of vulnerability, 
not strength. Kennan was, Gaddis reminds 
us, fond of quoting one of the more memo-
rable passages from The Decline and Fall of 
the Roman Empire in which Gibbon warns 
that nothing is “more averse to nature and 
reason than to hold in obedience remote 
countries and foreign nations in opposition 
to their inclination and interest.” This is a 
lesson the United States has learned pain-
fully in Vietnam, Iraq and Afghanistan.

Kennan regarded the Soviet challenge 
with an equanimity born of his confidence 
that by displaying steely resolve and offering 
the world a political model worthy of emu-
lation, the United States would checkmate 
Soviet ambitions, and the Kremlin’s ensuing 
frustration would cause “either the breakup 
or the gradual mellowing of Soviet power.”

A lthough these perceptions were warmly 
praised and widely embraced, Kennan 

never really spelled out his view of their 
specific policy implications. Should the So-
viet threat be viewed in primarily military 
or political terms? Did containment mean 
the United States must react to all Soviet 
or communist thrusts, wherever they oc-
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curred, anywhere in the world? Kennan had 
answers to these questions, but he did not 
provide them in the “Long Telegram” or the 
“X’’ article. Thus, others filled the gaps and 
were able to shape U.S. policy in line with 
their own thinking.

The journalist Walter Lippmann, for ex-
ample, used his column to criticize President 
Harry S Truman’s 
case for extend-
ing  U.S .  e co -
nomic assistance 
to Greece (then 
in the midst of a 
civil war against 
communist insur-
gents) and Tur-
key (the target of 
Soviet polit ical 
pressure). After 
reading the “X” 
article, Lippmann 
identified Ken-
nan as an archi-
tect of the Tru-
man Doctrine. As 
Gaddis observes, 
“This could not 
have been more 
wrong.” Yet, it is 
easy to see why 
Lippmann reached this conclusion. Instead 
of focusing narrowly on making the case 
to aid Greece and Turkey, Truman, in his 
March 1947 address to Congress, framed 
his policy as part of an open-ended commit-
ment to support all “free peoples who are 
resisting attempted subjugation by armed 
minorities or by outside pressures.”

Perceptively, Lippmann feared that the 
Truman Doctrine’s logic would lead to a 
vast expansion of U.S. overseas commit-
ments, result in strategic overextension and 
the enervation of U.S. economic power, 
and compel the United States to respond 
at times and in places chosen by the Sovi-
ets. Lippmann didn’t know that there ac-

tually was a high 
degree of overlap 
between his own 
views and Ken-
nan’s. The “X” ar-
ticle understand-
ably led him to 
think otherwise. 
As Kennan later 
commented, “Mr. 
Lippmann mis-
took me for the 
author of precisely 
those features of 
the Truman Doc-
trine which I had 
most vigorously 
o p p o s e d .”  A s 
Gaddis recounts, 
like Lippmann, 
K e n n a n  w o n -
d e r e d ,  “ W h y 
should a crisis in 

a single country become the occasion for an 
open-ended commitment to resist oppres-
sion everywhere?”

Between 1946 and 1949, the United 
States sought to establish its hegemony in 
Western Europe, and it was this ambition 
for dominance, not fear of the Soviet Union, 
that was the fundamental driver of Wash-
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ington’s European policy in the aftermath 
of World War II. To attain its European 
goals, the United States embarked on what 
the diplomatic historian Melvyn Leffler de-
scribed as a “risk-taking” grand strategy, 
the centerpieces of which were the 1947 
Marshall Plan and the 1949 North Atlantic 
Treaty that would evolve into nato. Kennan 
played a big role in these policies, initially as 
an advocate for them and later in dissent.

Kennan’s first major task as director of 
the State Department’s new Policy Plan-
ning Staff was to devise the Marshall Plan’s 
architecture. The real impetus for the Mar-
shall Plan was the U.S. interest in reviving 
Western Europe economically and creating 
a single, integrated market for U.S. exports. 
West Germany was Europe’s economic lo-
comotive, and Washington wanted to har-
ness this locomotive to Western Europe’s 
economic rehabilitation, which was viewed 
as far more important than the Soviet 
Union’s need for reparations. Put another 
way, rather than having West Germany go 
to work reconstructing the Soviet Union, 
Washington wanted to put West Germany 
to work rebuilding Western Europe. Step-
by-step, Washington’s German policy gath-
ered momentum, including the 1946 fusion 
of the U.S. and British occupation zones 
and the 1948 introduction of currency re-
form in West Germany. And each step fur-
thered the basic American decision that a 
divided Germany was preferable to a reuni-
fied one. As historian Carolyn Eisenberg 
has observed, U.S. policy on Germany’s 
division was not a product of tensions with 
Moscow but rather a reflection that the 
United States “had developed a quite inde-

pendent preference for a German partition.”
Kennan realized that the Marshall Plan 

and West Germany’s economic integration 
into a Western Europe dominated by the 
United States would heighten the Krem-
lin’s insecurity and provoke the Soviets to 
react defensively by tightening their grip 
on East Central Europe and East Germany. 
This is what happened. Moreover, as Lef-
fler has argued, the Kremlin also viewed the 
Marshall Plan as “an attempt to penetrate 
the economies of eastern Europe, dilute 
the Soviet sphere, and reorient them west-
ward.” In response to the Marshall Plan, in 
September 1947 Moscow established the 
Cominform to foment subversion abroad. 
Then, on February 25, 1948, the Kremlin 
orchestrated a coup that brought a com-
munist government to power in Prague. 
As Gaddis observes, Kennan “for months 
had been predicting such a development,” 
which, he said, would be “a defensive re-
sponse to the success of the Marshall Plan.” 
Finally, in late June 1948, the Soviets block-
aded West Berlin. Although Kennan did 
not believe the Prague coup was part of a 
plan for “an unprovoked Soviet military 
conquest of Western Europe,” others in 
Washington did perceive it as such. As Gad-
dis remarks, “Kennan failed to anticipate 
the emotional response to the Prague ‘coup’ 
in Western Europe and the United States,” 
which led precisely to the counterresponse 
he opposed: accelerated negotiations for a 
North Atlantic Treaty and the Cold War’s 
increasing militarization.

From 1944 through 1947, Kennan had 
favored the division of Germany and Eu-
rope into Western and Soviet spheres of 
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influence. But Moscow’s reaction to the 
Marshall Plan caused a profound revision 
of his views as he came to comprehend fully 
the portentous implications of U.S. policies 
that were leading to the Continent’s irrevo-
cable partition. While a growing number of 
senior officials in Washington increasingly 
saw the Soviet threat in military terms—a 
view that culminated in the famous Na-
tional Security Council Report 68—Ken-
nan did not. As he put it, “It is not Russian 
military power which is threatening us; it is 
Russian political power.” The real danger, 
Kennan said, was the Kremlin’s ability to 
exploit the “profound exhaustion of physi-
cal plant and spiritual vigor” in Western 
Europe, the legacy of World War II. As 
Gaddis notes, Kennan warned that refocus-
ing Western European priorities to a mili-
tary buildup “would divert the countries 
involved from the more important task of 
economic recovery.” Of equal importance 
was Kennan’s opposition to the North At-
lantic Treaty because he believed its creation 
would solidify the Continent’s division and 
put an end to the possibility of reunifying 
both Germany and Europe. Explaining the 
shift in Kennan’s thinking, Gaddis says: 

The division of Germany, which he had been 
advocating since 1945 as a way of restoring a 
balance of power in Europe, was in fact remov-
ing power from Europe, concentrating it instead 
in the hands of the United States and the Soviet 
Union.

In an August 1948 Policy Planning Staff 
paper, Kennan recommended that the Unit-
ed States attempt to reach an agreement 

with Moscow on German reunification. 
While acknowledging the risks in pursuing 
a German settlement with the Kremlin, 
Kennan argued that if the West could get 
the Soviets to withdraw into Poland, or 
even into the Soviet Union itself, West-
ern Europe’s security would be greatly en-
hanced. Even more importantly, Kennan 
believed that reunifying Germany was the 
only way to avoid what he called the “con-
gealment of Europe along the present lines.” 
To prevent a recrudescence of the German 
problem, Kennan envisioned a reunified 
Germany being integrated into a European 
federation (something along the lines of 
today’s eu). By retracting Soviet and U.S. 
power to Europe’s periphery, he aimed to 
encourage the emergence of “a third force, 
which can absorb and take over the territory 
between the two.”

Kennan warned that if the United States 
proceeded to create a West German state 
and the Continent split into American and 
Soviet zones of control, “it would be hard—
harder than it is now—to find ‘the road 
back’ to a united and free Europe.” On the 
other hand, a reunified Germany would 
“keep things flexible for an eventual retrac-
tion of Soviet power and for the gradual 
emergence from Soviet control, and en-
trance into a free European community, 
of the present satellite countries.” Kennan 
added: “Some day our forces must leave 
central Europe. Someday Soviet forces must 
leave. . . . The question is ‘when’?”

Kennan’s paper failed to gain much 
traction in the State Department, but, as 
Gaddis recounts, it was given a fresh lease 
on life by the new secretary of state Dean 
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Acheson during the early months of 1949. 
But then Kennan’s plan was leaked to the 
influential columnist James Reston, who 
disclosed its details in a front-page New York 
Times story in May 1949. The leak reflected 
the fact that Truman’s foreign-policy appa-
ratus was highly vested in Germany’s divi-
sion and in the North Atlantic Treaty and 
was unwilling to risk having those policies 
undermined by taking up Kennan’s plan for 
German reunification.

W ith respect to the inevitability of Ger-
many’s division, who was right? Ken-

nan or his critics? Historians have debated 
these issues for decades. Inevitably, the Ger-
man question gets tied up in debates about 
the broader issue of the Cold War’s origins. 
Orthodox and neoorthodox historians at-
tribute the Cold War to the effects of com-
munist ideology and the impact of Stalin’s 
personality on Soviet policy. In their story of 
the Cold War, the United States is a passive 
actor, responding when threatened by pur-
portedly aggressive Soviet actions. On the 
other hand, works by classical realist scholars 
in the early postwar years viewed the Cold 
War as the unavoidable consequence of 
clashing great-power interests, reflecting—
largely implicitly but sometimes explicitly—
the influence of realist international-rela-
tions theory. A later group of sophisticated 
revisionists—Melvyn Leffler, Daniel Yergin, 
Odd Arne Westad, Walter LaFeber—argued 
that the United States’ extravagant security 
strategy and ideological ambitions contrib-
uted greatly to the Cold War.

Most—though not all—Cold War his-
torians today agree that it was the United 

States that took the initiative in dividing 
Germany. Less clear is whether there were 
possibilities for reunifying Germany as Ken-
nan proposed, or whether Germany’s lin-
gering partition was inevitable. A number 
of scholars have argued that there were po-
tential missed opportunities for German 
reunification between 1946 and 1953, in-
cluding overtures from the Soviet Union in 
1952 (the so-called “Stalin note”) and 1953 
(following Stalin’s death). Of course, we 
can never know what might have happened 
if the United States had pursued the issue 
with the Soviet Union. What we do know, 
however, is that Washington never had the 
slightest interest in doing so.

And so Kennan found himself swimming 
upstream. The United States controlled (as 
Lippmann described it) “the best part of 
Germany,” and most U.S. policy makers 
were unwilling to risk having it slip from 
Washington’s grasp. As Gaddis has written 
elsewhere, “Reunification would remain 
the declared goal, but neither the United 
States nor its allies would risk security or 
prosperity to achieve it.” Although Kennan’s 
position was the minority view in the State 
Department, he had some important allies. 
In 1948, Kennan’s reunification proposal 
was backed by two senior officials, Philip 
Jessup and Charles Yost. For a time during 
1949, Acheson even gave Kennan’s ideas 
on German reunification a respectful hear-
ing. But the momentum in U.S. policy for 
the North Atlantic Treaty and West Ger-
many’s economic integration with Western 
Europe—policies that were fundamentally 
incompatible with German reunification—
was too powerful to be overcome. 

Kennan feared the consequences of America’s propensity to engage in 
ideological crusades and understood that there were sharp limits to 
Washington’s power to mold a recalcitrant world in its own image.
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Of course, as Acheson said in May 
1949—right after pulling the plug on Ken-
nan’s plan following the Reston leak—the 
United States always was ready to reunify 
Germany “if the circumstances are right.” 
The “right” circumstances meant reunifica-
tion on American terms, including guar-
anteed free elections, the continuing pres-
ence of American troops in Europe, reuni-
fied Germany’s economic integration into 
Western Europe and its membership in the 
U.S.-designed Western European security 
architecture. As Acheson said, if negotia-
tions on German reunification took place, 
the United States could not “accept any 
proposal which would prohibit or limit the 
right of a unified Germany, or a Western 
Germany, to join the West and contribute 
to Western European defense.” Thus, for 
U.S. officials, the fundamental precondition 
for German reunification was, as Acheson 
put it, a change of heart by the Soviets and 
the willing alteration of their policy—some-

thing that Washington knew was not 
in the cards.

There is also an ongoing debate 
about whether Moscow’s 1952 and 
1953 overtures represented a real 
chance to achieve German reunifica-
tion. There is still too much we do not 
know to reach a definitive conclusion 
about the Kremlin’s sincerity. But we 
do know that the United States wasn’t 
interested in probing the Kremlin’s 
position. Washington had decided that 
German reunification would not serve 
American interests—unless, of course, 
the Kremlin accepted reunification on 
the basis of Washington’s conditions. 

In this respect, U.S. policy provides the 
answer to the question of whether 1952 
and 1953 (and 1948 and 1949 as well) 
were “lost opportunities” with respect to 
German reunification. They were not lost 
opportunities because, barring an unlikely 
Soviet acceptance of its hard-line terms, the 
United States had no interest at all in Ger-
man reunification. 

In his December 1957 bbc Reith Lec-
tures, Kennan—on leave from the Insti-
tute for Advanced Study and ensconced at 
Oxford’s Balliol College as holder of the 
George Eastman Professorship—revived his 
argument for a mutual superpower pullback 
in Central Europe. The 1956 unrest in Po-
land and Hungary caused him to fear that 
as long as East Central Europe simmered 
with resentment toward the Soviet Union, 
possible renewed turmoil could spill over 
and spark a war between the United States 
and the Soviet Union. Unless these tensions 
were eased, he believed, the United States 
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could face a stark choice between acquiesc-
ing to the Kremlin’s long-term control of 
the region or risking renewed unrest that 
could escalate into a full-blown superpower 
conflict.

Kennan believed peace could not be as-
sured so long as Soviet forces remained in 
East Central Europe. A departure could 
not occur, however, as long as the Elbe re-
mained the focal point of tension between 
the superpowers. So Kennan proposed 
breaking the Cold War logjam by having 
both Soviet and American forces depart 
Central Europe. Disengagement would de-
fuse the U.S.-Soviet competition, free the 
East Central European nations from Soviet 
control and bolster Western Europe’s secu-
rity by retracting Soviet military power back 
to the Soviet Union itself. Kennan’s propos-
als were rejected outright by the United 
States and Western Europe. The most dev-
astating rejection came from Dean Acheson. 
As Gaddis puts it, for Acheson, “Anything 
that might deflect nato from its present 
path bordered on heresy—even the grand 
design of a former policy planner, the logic 
of which Acheson had once embraced.” The 
standoff along the Elbe continued until 
1989.

The risk of nuclear war stemming from 
the superpower stare down in the heart 

of Germany led Kennan in 1982 to coau-
thor, with Robert McNamara, McGeorge 
Bundy and Gerard C. Smith, an article in 
Foreign Affairs calling for the United States 
to adopt a “no-first-use” policy with respect 
to nuclear weapons. nato’s 1979 decision to 
deploy intermediate-range ballistic missiles 

in West Germany and the United Kingdom 
sparked widespread public opposition both 
in the United States and Western Europe. It 
also illustrated the irrationality of Washing-
ton’s extended-deterrence policy. As Gaddis 
explains, when the Soviet Union tested its 
first atomic weapon in August 1949, Ken-
nan had been one of the first to grasp that 
once the Soviets attained strategic nuclear 
parity with the United States—as they did 
by the mid-1960s—Washington’s security 
guarantee to Western Europe would no 
longer be credible (or, more precisely, that 
it would be incredible in both senses of the 
term). That guarantee rested on the U.S. 
threat to respond with nuclear weapons if 
the Soviets attacked Europe with conven-
tional forces. 

But in a world of superpowers with stra-
tegic nuclear parity, this would be tanta-
mount to committing nuclear suicide, al-
though few Americans understood this at 
the time. Nor did they understand that the 
missiles were deployed precisely as trigger 
mechanisms that would cause the United 
States to do reflexively what it never would 
do reflectively. The risks to Washington em-
bedded in its extended-deterrence strategy 
are something the American policy estab-
lishment has never wanted to acknowledge. 
Although Henry Kissinger, in a recent New 
York Times piece, implicitly rebuked Ken-
nan and his coauthors for their stance on 
no first use, he conveniently glosses over his 
own late-1970s views. In remarks—intend-
ed to be confidential—made in Brussels in 
1979, Kissinger said, “Don’t you Europeans 
keep asking us to multiply assurances we 
cannot possibly mean and that if we do 
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mean we should not want to execute, and 
which if we do execute would destroy our 
civilization?”

In 1951, Kennan published his American 
Diplomacy, a book that established him as 
a charter member of the postwar American 
realist school of international relations. Re-
flecting the key maxims of foreign-policy 
realism, Kennan consistently stressed that 
U.S. foreign policy should be based, as Gad-
dis puts it, on “self-restraint and the contrac-
tion of responsibilities.” Unlike those who 
have advocated a muscular foreign policy 
that exports American values, Kennan un-
derstood that efforts to transform the world 
are more likely to transform the United 
States itself. As Kennan put it in the “Long 
Telegram”—in words that President Dwight 
Eisenhower would echo—the “greatest dan-
ger” that could befall the United States in 
seeking to contain the Soviet Union “is that 
we shall allow ourselves to become like those 
with whom we are coping.”

Kennan also understood that even a na-
tion as powerful as the United States did 
not have the resources to intervene every-
where. Hence, it was important for policy 
makers to distinguish between those places 
where the United States needed to act and 
those where it could stand aside. He reject-
ed the notion that pulling back from un-
wise or unsustainable commitments abroad 
would undermine American “credibility.” 
As Kennan told the Senate Foreign Rela-
tions Committee in February 1966, “There 
is more respect to be won in the opinion 
of this world by a resolute and courageous 
liquidation of unsound positions than by 
the most stubborn pursuit of extravagant or 

unpromising objectives.”
Gaddis says Kennan understood that al-

though the foreign-policy aims of the Unit-
ed States were “infinitely expandable,” the 
means available to support those ambitions 
“could never be.” Hence, Kennan believed 
the United States should aim at shifting bur-
dens to others by ensuring that “elements 
of independent power are developed on the 
Eurasian land mass as rapidly as possible, 
in order to take off our shoulders some of 
the burden of ‘bi-polarity.’” To do this, the 
United States needed to restore multipolari-
ty to the international system. It was an “ur-
gent necessity,” Kennan said, for the United 
States “to restore something of the balance 
of power in Europe and Asia by strengthen-
ing local forces of independence and by get-
ting them to assume part of our burden.”

Here, Kennan understood that what in-ere, Kennan understood that what in-
ternational-relations scholars call polarity—
the number of great powers in the interna-
tional system—is a crucial factor for grand 
strategy. He realized that in the post–World 
War II bipolar system of two superpowers, 
there were no other independent poles of 
power to which the United States could 
devolve the responsibility for containing the 
Soviet Union, which meant that it would 
have to bear the lion’s share of the burden. 
Nor, in fact, did most policy makers in 
Washington wish it to be otherwise because 
they preferred a subordinate Western Eu-
rope to one that was a geopolitical equal 
of the United States. Simply put, most of 
them abhorred and opposed multipolarity. 
This, of course, is still U.S. policy even in 
today’s—rapidly waning—unipolar world. 

Kennan was a rarity among U.S. policy 

George F. Kennan’s career is something of a foreign-policy 
Rorschach test: our reactions to his views tell us much 

about our own visions of America’s world role.
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makers and grand strategists during the last 
seventy years. He appreciated that multipo-
larity favored the United States because, in a 
world of several great powers, others could 
assume many of the strategic burdens that 
otherwise would weigh on the dominant 
power. Although Kennan was unusual in 
seeing the advantages of restoring multipo-
larity, he was not alone. John Foster Dulles, 
President Eisenhower’s secretary of state, 
also championed a united Europe that no 
longer would need to rely on U.S. forces 
for its security. As Dulles said, “We want 
Europe to stand on its own two feet.” He 
added the United States provided Western 
Europe with perverse incentives to avoid 
the necessary steps to achieve political unity. 
The Marshall Plan and nato, said Dulles, 
“were the two things which prevented a 
unity in Europe which in the long run may 
be more valuable” than continuing subservi-
ence to the United States.

Kennan feared the consequences of 
America’s propensity to engage in ideologi-
cal crusades and understood that there were 
sharp limits to Washington’s power to mold 
a recalcitrant world in its own image. He 
frequently quoted John Quincy Adams’s 
dictum that the United States “goes not 
abroad in search of monsters to destroy.” 
As Gaddis observes, this “would become 

Kennan’s favorite quotation, and it reflected 
the shift in his thinking while on the Policy 
Planning Staff: the danger was now not that 
Americans would attempt too little interna-
tionally but that they would try to do too 
much.” It is not surprising, therefore, that 
Kennan emerged as an early opponent of 
the Vietnam War. In his February 1966 tes-
timony before the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee, he noted that “Vietnam is not 
a region of major military and industrial 
importance” and that events there did not 
affect the global balance of power. Even 
more importantly—invoking his favorite 
John Quincy Adams quote—he argued that 
the United States

should not be asked, and should not ask of 
itself, to shoulder the main burden of deter-
mining the political realities in any other coun-
try, and particularly not one remote from our 
shores, from our culture, and from the experi-
ence of our people. This is not only not our 
business, but I don’t think we can do it success-
fully.

G eorge F. Kennan’s career is something 
of a foreign-policy Rorschach test: our 

reactions to his views tell us much about 
our own visions of America’s world role and 
about our judgments on the wisdom—or 
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lack of it—of U.S. Cold War policies. Gad-
dis’s respect and affection for Kennan shine 
through in this book. So, too, does Gaddis’s 
disagreement with many of Kennan’s policy 
views, which are portrayed as visionary or 
impractical—and sometimes even “a bit 
weird.” Gaddis surely agrees with Kissinger’s 
verdict that there was no alternative to the 
U.S. decision to divide Europe and that 
Kennan’s “opposition to nato, his critique 
of the Truman doctrine and his call for a 
negotiated American disengagement from 
Europe” were “unsettling” in their implica-
tions. What we see here is a foreign-policy 
dispute that goes back to the very beginning 
of the Cold War and continued through 
that epoch and up to our own time. The 
country’s foreign-policy establishment natu-
rally wishes to protect its own orthodoxy, 
even two decades after the Cold War’s end, 
and naturally it takes a dim view of Ken-
nan’s critique of its initial policy choices at 
the end of World War II.

Today, Kennan stands as perhaps the most 
trenchant critic of those decisions. In fact, 
there were other choices that could have 
been made, other paths that could have 
been followed. Through him we can see 
that, while in a bipolar world there would 
have been some form of Soviet-American 
rivalry, it nevertheless could have been more 
like a traditional great-power competition 
than the Manichean, militarized and global 
Cold War that actually occurred.

Gaddis ascribes Kennan’s failure to pre-
vail in key policy debates to the impractical 
and visionary nature of his prescriptions 
and to his quirky personality. But there is a 
more compelling explanation: no one hold-

ing views such as Kennan’s could have pre-
vailed because the dominant foreign-policy 
elite’s outlook differed greatly from his. He 
wanted to restore a balance of power to 
postwar Europe. They wanted to establish 
U.S. hegemony there. He wanted to re-
unify Germany and Europe. They wanted 
to keep Germany divided, wage the Cold 
War aggressively, and use it as a justification 
for extending American power. He wanted 
to alter the postwar status quo and create 
conditions that would allow East Central 
Europe to free itself from the Kremlin’s grip. 
While paying lip service to rolling back 
Soviet power, they invested in the Cold 
War status quo and thereby consigned East 
Central Europe to nearly a half century of 
submission to the Soviet Union. He under-
stood the limits of U.S. power and the need 
for restraint. They saw American power as 
boundless and defined U.S. interests ex-
pansively—extending even to places such 
as Vietnam. He opposed running a con-
tinually escalating arms race. They allowed 
themselves to get sucked into one. 

George Kennan’s tragedy was that his 
notion of containment was appropriated 
by others with a very different conception 
from his about America’s world role. In this 
respect, it could be argued that Kennan’s 
tragedy also was the tragedy of American 
diplomacy during the Cold War. As the 
Pax Americana winds down and the United 
States confronts an increasingly multipolar 
world and a rising China, we can only hope 
that Kennan’s counsels of prudence, bal-
ance, restraint and foreign-policy modesty 
receive a more sympathetic hearing than 
they did during the Cold War. n
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Schemes That Set 
the Desert on Fire
By David Ignatius

James Barr, A Line in the Sand: The Anglo-
French Struggle for the Middle East, 1914–
1948 (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 
2012), 464 pp., $29.95. 

T...here’s a knotted strand of Arab 
conspiracy thinking that goes 
roughly as follows: The modern 

Middle East is a plot hatched by colonialists 
and Zionists. Israel was implanted in Pales-
tine by Western imperialists for their own 
cynical reasons. The Arabs have been ma-
nipulated and deceived by the West at every 
turn. Their history is a narrative framed by 
spies and saboteurs. 

I’ve been listening to versions of this para-
noid story during more than thirty years of 
traveling in the Middle East. Often, such 
Arab complaints of perpetual victimization 
seem part of a broken political culture. Not 
to mention that it’s tedious listening to so 
much whining about plots by outsiders. 

But here’s the strange thing: This theme 
of victimization is surprisingly accurate, at 
least in terms of the early twentieth cen-
tury. Life for Arabs has, in fact, been shaped 
by the conspiratorial plots and schemes of 
Western imperialists. If the Arabs are pas-
sive and sullen toward Israel and the West, 

it’s partly because they have been objects of 
history rather than its subjects. Their narra-
tive, or at least its early twentieth-century 
chapters, was written in secret, by others. 

A Line in the Sand brings this perverse 
story to life. The “line” in question is the 
one drawn by the 1916 Sykes-Picot Agree-
ment, which parceled up the collapsing Ot-
toman Empire between Britain and France. 
The coimperialists were at each other’s 
throats nonstop for the next thirty years, ac-
cording to author James Barr. In the course 
of this rivalry, they used and manipulated 
Jews and Arabs alike, though it was the 
Arabs who proved the most hapless victims. 

The value of this book is that it makes 
clear that the modern Middle East was born 
crazy and that each subsequent iteration 
of misunderstanding and manipulation 
has been laid on top of well-worn grooves. 
Barr’s account of the birth of Israel, in par-
ticular, is important—not because it invali-
dates the Zionist idea but because it shows 
how cynically it was used by France and 
Britain, who then left Arabs and Jews to 
clean up the mess. Fixing the ill will created 
by the imperialist plotters has proved almost 
impossible, as we are reminded nearly every 
day by newspaper headlines. 

B arr begins his story by sketching the 
two men who drew the line, who em-

bodied the distinct personalities of their two 
nations in the age of high empire. 

Sir Mark Sykes was a classic British ama-
teur—an aristocrat from an eccentric York-
shire family who spent a holiday with his 
family in the Middle East in 1890 and 
never got over it. He traipsed back again 

David Ignatius is a foreign-affairs columnist at the 
Washington Post and the author of eight novels.
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and again, as an undergraduate, a diplomat 
and finally a member of Parliament, and 
he fancied himself an expert on the Otto-
man Empire in its years of seedy decline. In 
1915, the British war council, searching for 
a strategy to cope with the Ottoman break-
up, summoned Sykes for advice. The brash, 

self-made Arabist proceeded to draw a line 
on the map “from the ‘e’ in Acre to the last 
‘k’ in Kirkuk,” and he proposed that this 
should be the division between French and 
British zones of post-Ottoman influence. 

Although the British and French, to 
judge by Barr’s account, loathed each other, 

they were nominal allies in the Entente 
Cordiale, fighting together in Flanders 
against the Boche. So Sykes’s proposal for 
a carve up was judged sensible by Lord 
Asquith, the prime minister, and in No-
vember 1915 Sykes began negotiating with 
a French representative named Francois 
Georges-Picot. 

The Frenchman was a lawyer, diplomat 
and enthusiast for French imperial ambi-
tions in Syria through a group known as Le 
Comité de l’Asie Française. Complicating 
the negotiations was the fact that the British 
were talking separately with a group of Arab 
nationalists headed by Sherif Hussein (the 
Arab ally of T. E. Lawrence)—with the con-
niving Brits encouraging the Arabs to take 
control of the very areas they were suppos-
edly ready to cede to the French. 

It was a sublimely deceitful piece of Brit-
ish diplomacy—the sort of operation that 
gave rise to the widespread view in the 
Middle East that the British are the most 
practiced and effective liars in the history 
of that region. As they realized the extent 
of the British game, the French were indig-
nant (probably, in part, because they hadn’t 
thought of it first). Georges-Picot warned 
during the first negotiating session: “To 
promise the Arabs a large state is to throw 
dust in their eyes. Such a state will never 
materialise. You cannot transform a myriad 
of tribes into a viable whole.” 

The British didn’t really disagree that 
their plan to draw lines and create “states” 
was impractical. Sir Arthur Nicolson, who 
chaired the first November 1915 meeting 
between Sykes and Picot, said the Arab state 
imagined by Hussein and Lawrence was an 
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“absurdity” because the Arabs were “a heap 
of scattered tribes with no cohesion and no 
organisation.” This is among several dozen 
lines in the book that read hauntingly as 
if they might have been written yesterday 
about today’s Libya, Syria or Iraq. 

Though they recognized the slippery 
slope ahead, Britain and France formal-
ized the Sykes-Picot Agreement with an 
exchange of letters in May 1916, of which 
Barr states: “Even by the standards of the 
time, it was a shamelessly self-interested 
pact.” 

The British and French, having divided 
the Ottoman booty, then set about trying to 
undermine each other and steal more than 
their allotted share of the goodies. A main 
British stratagem for thwarting French as-
pirations in Syria was an initiative that har-
nessed the idealistic cause of Zionism in the 
service of Britain’s screw-your-ally campaign 
in the Levant. It was a letter published in 
the Times of London on November 7, 1917, 
from the foreign secretary Arthur Balfour to 
Lord Rothschild, the prominent banker and 
Zionist. This became known as the “Balfour 
Declaration” and contained a pledge that 
forever altered the history of the region and 
the world: 

His Majesty’s Government view with favour 
the establishment in Palestine of a national 
home for the Jewish people, . . . it being clearly 
understood that nothing shall be done which 
may prejudice the civil and religious rights of 
existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine.

There was an idealistic appeal to Zion-
ism, a romantic vision of a Jewish nation-

alism that fit the age of empire. For an 
evocation of this Zionist ideal as it appeared 
at the time, there is no better guide than 
George Eliot’s daring 1876 novel Daniel 
Deronda and its chronicle of how the title 
character comes to embrace Zionism. But 
for the British statesmen of 1917, the Bal-
four Declaration was a bit of realpolitik. 
Lord Asquith remarked that his successor 
Lloyd George, the prime minister at the 
time of the declaration, “does not care a 
damn for the Jews or their past or their 
future, but thinks it would be an outrage 
to let the Christian holy places—Bethle-
hem, Mount of Olives, Jerusalem &c—pass 
into the possession of ‘Agnostic Atheistic 
France’!” 

T. E. Lawrence, meanwhile, was conduct-
ing his guerrilla campaign with Sherif Hus-
sein’s son Faisal to “set the desert on fire” 
by blowing up the Hejaz railway. Lawrence 
understood from the beginning that his 
campaign for Arab independence was re-
ally about besting France. “So far as Syria is 
concerned it is France and not Turkey that 
is the enemy,” he wrote in February 1915. 
Several weeks later, he advised a former 
Oxford tutor that if he could unite the Bed-
ouin tribes behind him, “we can rush right 
up to Damascus, & biff the French out of 
all hope of Syria.”

The French gradually realized what Law-
rence was up to, and they were shocked, 
shocked. A French general described Law-
rence’s ally Faisal as “British imperialism 
with Arab headgear.” 

With Germany’s surrender and the 1919 
Versailles peace conference, the cynical 
Anglo-French wartime agreement to dis-



The National Interest82 Reviews & Essays

member the Ottoman Empire had to pass 
through a new filter—that of the passion-
ately idealistic American president Wood-
row Wilson (mocked by a fellow confer-
ence attendee as “Jesus Christ”). Given 
Wilson’s emphasis on self-determination in 
the newly liberated lands, the Balfour Dec-
laration posed a particular problem with 
its pledge to assist the Jewish minority in 
Palestine. Balfour wrote to Lloyd George: 
“The weak point of our position is that in 
the case of Palestine we deliberately and 
rightly decline to accept the principle of 
self-determination. If the present inhabit-
ants were consulted they would unques-
tionably give an anti-Jewish verdict.” 

The British and French were so eager for 
short-term advantage that they ignored the 
long-term problems they were creating. Barr 
cites a telling moment when Lloyd George, 
unsure where to mark the boundaries of 
the territory he was so eager to administer, 
asked two Christian publishers how the 
Bible had demarcated Palestine. In the end, 
it was a raw political exercise. Barr quotes 
one British adviser: “The truth is that any 
division of the Arab country between Alep-
po and Mecca is unnatural, therefore what-
ever division is made should be decided by 
practical requirements. Strategy forms the 
best guide.” 

As the maps were drawn, France got Syria 
and Lebanon, while Britain got Jordan, 
Iraq, Saudi Arabia and a Palestine that it 
had effectively pledged to two sides, Arabs 
and Jews. 

B arr’s narrative rolls on toward the pres-
ent in a series of freeze-frame images 

that prefigure our current problems. As the 
colonialists try to impose their will in Iraq 
and elsewhere on Arabs who think they 
have been promised independence, they 
are met with riots, assassinations and an 
early version of the roadside bombs we now 
call ieds. The Westerners respond, again in 
ways that prefigure our times, with their 
own brutalizing tactics, which include night 
raids, targeted killings and torture. 

Lebanon, then as now, was the scene of 
near-constant machinations by the impe-
rial powers. The British recruited the Druze 
as secret allies; the French operated most-
ly through the Maronite Christians. These 
games continued through the 1920s and 
’30s, but they became truly fratricidal during 
World War II, when Lebanon was knocked 
back and forth like a ping-pong ball between 
the British, the Free French forces of Charles 
de Gaulle and the Vichy-installed govern-
ment in Beirut. The first two engineered 
Lebanese independence in 1943 to pry the 
territory from Vichy and the Germans. But a 
vicious fight then ensued between the British 
candidates for president and prime minister, 
Bechara al-Khoury and Riad al-Solh, respec-
tively, and their French rivals. There was a 
brief pro-French coup before Khoury and 
Solh prevailed. 

The jockeying in Lebanon was a meta-
phor for the larger tensions between Win-
ston Churchill and de Gaulle. Barr quotes 
one sputtering Churchill missive after re-
ceiving a report from Lebanon: “I had no 
idea the French were behaving so tyranni-
cally.” It was a measure of the British ge-
nius at “divide and conquer” that they were 
able to work their will even in Lebanon, a 
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country that the French had passionately 
colonized. But the French would have their 
revenge, in Palestine. 

We come now to the most sensational 
revelation of the book—the secret French 
intelligence role in assisting two Jewish ter-
rorist groups, the Irgun Zwai Leumi and 
the Stern Gang, in their battle to drive out 
the British from Palestine and establish the 
state of Israel. 

As early as 1920, Jewish calls to imple-
ment the promise of the Balfour Declara-
tion had been met by Arab riots, leading a 
British general, Sir Henry Wilson, to ob-
serve: “The problem of Palestine is exactly 
the same . . . as the problem of Ireland, 
namely, two peoples living in a small coun-
try hating each other like hell.” A commis-
sion headed by Lord Peel in 1936–37 and a 
later one headed by Lord Moyne both rec-
ommended that Palestine should be parti-
tioned between Arabs and Jews, but neither 
specified how or when. 

The complications in Palestine intensified 
as the horrors of Nazi Germany encouraged 
more Jews to emigrate. The British tried to 
block the flow of desperate refugees in ways 
that today seem unconscionable. The Jews 
of Palestine, believing that they had been 
promised a homeland, agitated for Britain 
to deliver on its pledge. The British, trying 
to placate the Arabs (and thereby protect 
the region’s two strategic prizes, the Suez 
Canal and the oil of the Persian Gulf ), kept 
resisting Jewish demands for statehood. The 
Jews began to turn to terrorism, the weapon 
of choice in the region, to force the British 
out of Palestine. And here the French saw a 
chance to get even. 

According to Barr, the French consul in 
Jerusalem was contacted in February 1944 
by representatives of the Irgun and Stern 
Gang and told of the Jewish groups’ “dec-
laration of war” against the British. Around 
the same time, according to Barr, a Free 
French intelligence cell known as the Bu-
reau Noir, whose job was to stem British 
influence in the Levant, began working 
with the Jewish underground. Barr cites a 
1944 mi6 report “that the Bureau Noir was 
backing Jewish terrorists” and a 1945 mi5 
report that the terrorists “would seem to be 
receiving support from the French,” includ-
ing weapons. 

Barr quotes this incendiary statement by 
Churchill in 1944, after Lord Moyne was 
assassinated by the Stern Gang: 

If our dreams for Zionism are to end in the 
smoke of assassins’ pistols and our labours for 
its future are to produce a new set of gangsters 
worthy of Nazi Germany, many like myself will 
have to reconsider the position we have main-
tained so consistently and so long in the past.

The quotation bristles with indignation, 
but it was unworthy of Churchill. It makes 
a mistake that is characteristic of many an-
ti-Israel fulminations of today. The Stern 
Gang was a small, superextremist faction, 
and it did not represent mainstream Zion-
ism any more than do extreme right-wing 
parties in Israel today. As for Churchill’s 
comparison to Nazi Germany, it was 
wrong—morally, historically, in every way. 

But the Zionist terrorist campaign was 
brutal and effective. The July 1946 bomb-
ing of the King David Hotel by Menachem 

Barr’s book quite deliberately uses the past as a provocation 
for the present. Readers cannot but wonder at the stories we 

seem condemned to relive, to our sorrow and chagrin.
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Begin’s Irgun is well known, but it was 
only one instance of a sustained and well-
organized campaign that included bomb-
ing a British officers’ club, a refinery and 
railroads as well as a bold attack on a prison 
in Acre that freed Arabs and Jews alike. 
When the British wanted to publish pho-
tographs of the terrorist leaders, the news-
paper publishers were intimidated into re-
fusing; when the British tried some grim, 
quasi-terrorist methods of their own, two 
British sergeants were hanged in public. It 
was a dirty war, and the British lost—and 
made what Barr says was the first forced 
withdrawal from empire since the eigh-
teenth century. 

Barr’s story ends with President Truman’s 
support for Israel’s independence, which 
was a decisive factor in the creation and 
viability of the Jewish state. That ends one 
story and begins another in the Middle 
East, whose chapters unfold year by year. 

B arr’s book makes riveting and some-
times haunting reading. It’s a book 

that, quite deliberately, uses the past as a 
provocation for the present. Readers can-
not but wonder at the stories we seem 
condemned to relive, to our sorrow and 
chagrin. 

I wish the rendering of history here had 
been a little less barbed; it makes me worry 
that the past is being mined selectively, for 
maximum effect. And though Barr does 
well to focus on some of the remarkable 
personalities, his narrative spans so many 
years that it inevitably is somewhat choppy 
and episodic. It covers much ground but 
lightly and, sometimes, with frustrating 
incompleteness. Readers who enjoy this 
book would do well to consult the path-
breaking 1989 study by David Fromkin, 
A Peace to End All Peace. Fromkin makes 
many of the same points, but he looks at 
the consequences of the Ottoman breakup 
through the more focused lens of the Ver-
sailles peacemaking. 

So what do we take away from this pro-
vocative history? Each reader will have a dif-
ferent answer, but here’s mine. 
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First, the embrace of a Jewish homeland 
in Palestine in the Balfour Declaration cre-
ated problems that were foreseen from the 
moment of its publication. These problems 
can be resolved only through creation of a 
Palestinian Arab state that, in effect, parti-
tions the Holy Land so that both Arabs and 
Jews can live there peacefully. This is espe-
cially urgent now, for the interests of Israel 
as well as for those of the Arabs. Indeed, 
the Zionist dream is best protected (and 
guaranteed for the future) by the existence 
of this very Palestinian state. In that sense, 
Israel has no more urgent security require-
ment than to negotiate the establishment 
of a Palestinian state, even if that requires 
politically painful concessions on Jerusalem 
and other issues. 

Second, the tale of British and French 
manipulation told in these pages helps 
us to understand why the Arab Spring is 
so important and valuable. Arabs are not 
wrong to see their history as a story of 
manipulation by others; that process is de-
scribed page by page in this book. The 
revolutions now under way in Egypt, Syria 
and elsewhere are about dignity and self-
determination—about a people, used and 
abused by others, finally taking control 
and beginning to write its own history. It 
shouldn’t surprise us if this process is un-
stable and, in some aspects, anti-Western. 
The screw has been tightened for nearly 
a century—far longer, if you include the 
epoch of Ottoman domination. The un-
winding won’t be flowers and parades, but 
it will produce a political culture in which 
the tedious arguments about victimization 
are, finally, used up. n

Eyes and Ears of 
the Arab Spring
By Aram Bakshian Jr.

I n his 1998 work Dream Palace of the 
Arabs, Fouad Ajami wrote, “As the 
world batters the modern Arab inheri-

tance, the rhetorical need for anti-Zionism 
grows. But there rises, too, the recognition 
that it is time for the imagination to steal 
away from Israel and to look at the Arab 
reality, to behold its own view of the kind 
of world the Arabs want for themselves.” 
Whether Ajami realized it or not, these 
words offer an eerily prescient view—thir-
teen years ahead of time—of the dynamic 
behind the Arab Spring and its autumn and 
winter sequels. In country after country, 
Arab crowds have taken to the street for 
a cause more positive and all-embracing 
than anti-Zionism: the demand for an end 
to corrupt authoritarian regimes and for a 
greater say in their own future. What shape 
that future will take remains to be seen, and 
many basic questions have yet to be an-
swered. Can democracy blossom overnight 
in societies that have always been dominat-
ed by oppressive force? If democracy does 
take root, can respect for minority rights 
survive the tyranny of a poor, ill-schooled 
and often intolerant majority? Would dem-
ocratically elected demagogues pose even 

Aram Bakshian Jr. served as an aide to presidents 
Nixon, Ford and Reagan and writes frequently on 
politics, history and the humanities.
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more of a threat to peace and stability in the 
Muslim-Arab world than old-line authori-
tarian regimes and monarchies with a self-
ish stake in maintaining the status quo and 
“keeping the lid on”?

Meanwhile, where can one turn for de-
tailed, reliable coverage of what some now 
call the “Arab Awakening”? For millions 
of people around the world, including ac-
tual participants on the ground and in the 
streets of the Middle East, the single most 
important news source for the events still 
unfolding in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Yemen, 
Syria and Bahrain is the English-language 
channel of the Qatar-based Al Jazeera tele-
vision-news network. Like it or not, it is 
no exaggeration to say that Al Jazeera has 
been the eyes and ears of this crucial news 
story. More often than not, Al Jazeera cor-
respondents are the first on the scene, and 
Al Jazeera anchors and interviewers pro-
vide the most detailed follow-up, discussion 
and analysis of breaking events in the Arab 
world.

This, to put it mildly, is odd. To offer 
a European analogy, it would be as if an 
English-language television channel owned 
by Grand Duke Henri of Luxembourg and 
operated out of his tiny realm were the 
most influential news source for the entire 
European Union and for millions of people 
elsewhere following the current European 
politico-economic crisis. But there is no 
denying the facts: Al Jazeera’s English-lan-
guage news channel reaches an estimated 
220 million households worldwide. Cur-
rently celebrating its fifth anniversary, in 
the few years since its founding even its 
fiercest critics have come to acknowledge 

both its increasing global impact and, more 
recently, its indispensable role in covering 
the wave of revolutionary ferment sweeping 
the Middle East.

How did so unlikely an enterprise, 
funded by a minor Arab potentate, 

come to occupy such a stellar position? And 
what sort of information product is it dis-
pensing to its growing millions of viewers? 
As chance would have it, I may be one of 
the few people still alive who was present 
at the very modest beginnings of what is 
arguably today’s most strategically influ-
ential television-news operation. Although 
Al Jazeera’s global English network is only 
five years old, its roots run much deeper. 
Hence my story begins in the mid-1970s at 
a lavish reception in what was then one of 
Washington’s leading hotels, the old Shera-
ton Park. The occasion was the launching 
of Qatar Television, a modest, strictly do-
mestic broadcast service for the tiny emirate 
but, at the time, a dramatic first in a region 
of backward bedouin despots where “mod-
ernization” usually meant no more than 
acquiring fleets of Cadillacs and imported 
blondes for the reigning dynasties.

For some reason, the al-Thani ruling fam-
ily of Qatar was different. The then reign-
ing emir, Khalifa bin Hamad, had been 
in sole charge since Great Britain gave up 
its protectorate in 1972. While he would 
be deposed by his Westward-looking son, 
Hamad bin Khalifa al-Thani, in 1995, he 
must have been a man ahead of his time 
back in the 1970s to even think of set-
ting up a television-news service for what 
was then an isolated Arab backwater, a tiny 

Even Al Jazeera’s fiercest critics have come to acknowledge both 
its increasing global impact and its indispensable role in covering 

the wave of revolutionary ferment sweeping the Middle East.
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patch of arid land on the Persian Gulf.
For hands-on technical assistance, Emir 

Khalifa had turned to an old acquaintance 
of mine, a Levantine, journalistic soldier of 
fortune by the name of Levon Keshishian. 
While we shared little else in common, 
Levon and I were both of Armenian ances-
try and both pro bono friends of the Ar-
menian diaspora, giving free advice and as-
sistance to church and charitable groups. So 
when Qatar Television threw its opening-
night party in Washington, I was invited by 
Levon. A tiny man with an enormous beak 
(I once recognized him by his nose alone, 
protruding from behind a pillar concealing 
the rest of him in the main lounge of the 
National Press Club), Levon had endless en-
ergy, ambition and ingenuity. After becom-
ing the un correspondent for Al Ahram, the 
Egyptian daily that was then the most influ-
ential newspaper in the Arab world, he was 
able to parlay the cachet of that position 
into “after-hours” work for various Middle 
East patrons. A multilingual polymath who 
could have come straight out of the pages 
of an Eric Ambler spy novel, he once told 
me that he had five passports acquired over 
the years for services rendered to assorted 
regimes of varying degrees of unsavoriness. 
He never traveled without all of them—just 
in case. So it didn’t come as much of a sur-
prise to me that Emir Khalifa bin Hamad, 
having intuited the importance of electron-
ic-communications media long before most 
of his fellow sheiks, would hire Levon Kesh-
ishian to launch the venture. Already an old 
man in the mid-1970s, now Levon is long 
gone and little remembered. But he deserves 
a footnote in history as the man who set the 

long chain of events in motion that would 
eventually lead to Al Jazeera as we know it 
today.

Why did the previous emir and his son 
Hamad bin Khalifa after him recognize the 
value of a media presence so clearly and 
so early? Perhaps because of the particu-
larly tenuous nature of their little kingdom. 
Long a fiefdom of Bahrain, Qatar fell under 
nominal Ottoman rule from 1872 until 
1913. In 1916, as the Ottoman Empire 
disintegrated, it became a “protected” state, 
signing a treaty that gave Great Britain con-
trol of its defense and foreign relations. In 
September 1971, as Britain withdrew its 
forces from the Persian Gulf, Qatar de-
clared independence. The following Febru-
ary, then crown prince Khalifa bin Hamad 
seized power to become emir, just as his 
own son would do to him in 1995. He be-
came the sole proprietor of a very valuable, 
very vulnerable piece of real estate.

The conventional wisdom that you can’t 
be too rich or too thin may apply to society 
beauties, but you can be too rich and too 
petite if you happen to be an Arab ministate 
sitting on one of the world’s largest gas re-
serves, with a population composed largely 
of non-Arab immigrants (only 40 percent 
of Qatar’s 848,000 citizens are ethnic Arabs, 
with most of the remaining 60 percent 
being Pakistani, Indian, Iranian or other 
imported help). Qatar also has fewer than 
twelve thousand active military personnel 
to defend it, a tempting gdp of $91.3 bil-
lion a year, and rival regional superpowers 
Saudi Arabia and Iran for neighbors. Per-
haps members of the al-Thani clan have a 
few more little gray cells, sounder business 
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sense and a stronger survival instinct than 
many neighboring dynasties; whatever the 
reason, Qatar’s ruling family was unique 
in its early realization of the importance of 
winning friends and influencing people via 
commerce, diplomacy and the air waves.

It has intelligently diversified its financial 
portfolio by plowing raw-material revenues 
into chemical, industrial and development 
projects and a five-star commercial airline, 
all of which advertise heavily on Al Jazeera. 
Meanwhile, two American military bases 
housing over thirteen thousand U.S. per-
sonnel give Qatar protective status as one 
of Washington’s key strategic partners in the 
region. At the same time, Qatar has culti-
vated good relations with a wide range of 
Arab opinion leaders, including many polit-
ical reformists characterized as “mainstream 
Islamists,” a supplementary insurance policy 
backing up America’s security guarantee 
for this small, rich monarchy. As Lebanese 
Middle East expert Talal Atrissi recently 
told the New York Times, it would appear 
that “Qatar is a country without ideology. 
They know that the Islamists are the new 
power in the Arab world. This alliance will 
lay the foundation for a base of influence 
across the region.”

But it isn’t quite that simple. While many 
of the voices demanding freer, less corrupt 
government in the Arab world fall under 
the broad “Islamist” rubric, the crowds 
that have taken to the streets in countries 
like Egypt and Syria are disproportionate-
ly young, affluent, educated, Westernized 
and, surprisingly often, English speaking. 
In other words, they are just the sort of 
people that form Al Jazeera’s core viewership 

and just the sort of people who must form 
the popular base for any truly democratic 
reform in the Muslim world in general and 
the Middle East in particular.

Like its viewers, Al Jazeera presents a far 
more moderate, Westernized face than Is-
lamic jihadism or rigid Sunni orthodoxy. In 
fact, there is very little specifically religious 
content in its broadcasts. Though some of 
its more strident critics accuse Al Jazeera of 
being an “Islamist” stalking horse, it is, in 
fact, a not-for-Prophet as well as a not-for-
profit news operation. As such, it should be 
welcomed by all who share the humanist, 
democratic values of Western civilization. 

The bottom line? After two months of 
monitoring Al Jazeera’s English-lan-

guage broadcasts, I am inclined to take the 
network’s moderate, modernist face at face 
value. A look at the list of Al Jazeera cor-
respondents, commentators and anchors 
offers dramatic proof of its cosmopolitan 
breadth. You are not likely to find names 
like Nick Clark, Dan Hind, Richard Falk, 
Ronnie Vernooy, Pepe Escobar, Corey 
Robin, David Zirin, Amanda Robb and 
Danny Schechter on any list of Muslim ex-
tremists. And Al Jazeera’s Muslim broadcast-
ers, like Marwan Bishara (formerly of The 
American University of Paris), are scarcely 
the stuff that militant Islamists are made of.

All in all, the Al Jazeera team matches or 
exceeds most of its rivals when it comes to 
professional credentials, including in the 
number of its alumni from Sky News, itn, 
bbc, cnn International, the Economist, abc, 
cbs, Canadian Broadcasting and Granada 
tv. Al Jazeera has even landed the man 



Reviews & Essays 89January/February 2012

whose celebrated Nixon interviews earned 
him superstar status as a television journal-
ist. At age seventy-two, Sir David Frost may 
be slightly past his prime—there are mo-
ments when his Frost Over the World pro-
gram could be more accurately described as 
Fog over Frost—but he regularly interviews 
top-tier statesmen, financial experts and 
celebrities in a full-length format, offering 
viewers much more than the usual domes-
tic-network sound bites.

At a time when Western broadcast and 
print operations are decimating staff and 
closing overseas news bureaus, Al Jazeera 
is expanding. Middle East coverage is an-

chored in Qatar’s modern capital, Doha, 
with bureaus in Beirut, Gaza, Ramallah and 
Tehran; European coverage is anchored in 
London with bureaus in Paris and Mos-
cow; Washington, dc, anchors the Ameri-

cas, with bureaus in Bogatá, Buenos Aires, 
Caracas, New York City, Mexico City, São 
Paulo and Toronto; the Asia-Pacific region 
is anchored in Kuala Lumpur with bureaus 
in Beijing, Islamabad, Jakarta, New Delhi 
and Manila; and there are African bureaus 
in Cairo, Abidjan, Nairobi, Johannesburg 
and Harare.

Some bias is inevitable in any news opera-
tion. But in two months of heavy Al Jazeera 
viewing, I saw no evidence of pervasive 
pro-Muslim religious bias. On the con-
trary, most of the bias on display tended to 
be of the same liberal, secular variety that 
skews much of the reporting by mainstream 

American media, e.g., acceptance of “Oc-
cupy Wall Street” demonstrators on their 
own terms as spokesmen for 99 percent 
of the American people. The only green 
bias discernible had nothing to do with the 
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sacred color of the Prophet’s banner and 
everything to do with Western-style tree 
hugging: a report on how Tasmanian devils, 
particularly nasty little antipodean marsupi-
als, are on the brink of extinction because of 
their vicious tendency to bite one another, 
thereby passing on a contagious, fatal form 
of facial tumors.

On the whole, I found myself better in-
formed by Al Jazeera than by the so-called 
mainstream media on a wide range of is-
sues during the two months I monitored 
its English transmissions. Obviously there 
was more detailed, in-depth coverage of the 
Middle East. While sympathy for the plight 
of the Palestinians was apparent, it was at 
about the same level that one encounters 
nowadays on cnn, abc, cbs and nbc. And I 
was pleasantly surprised by the global reach 
of the coverage: flooding in Colombia, par-
liamentary crisis in Italy, Mexican military 
operations against illegal immigrants enter-
ing the country from Guatemala, reform 
elections in Morocco, steady coverage of the 
Canadian pipeline controversy, pending Su-
preme Court consideration of Obamacare 
and gang violence in Brazilian favelas, to 
cite a random sampling.

Particularly gripping was a feature-length 
investigative report on the abduction and 
murder of Russian human-rights crusad-
er Natasha Estemirova by hit men serving 
Ramzan Kadyrov, the Kremlin-backed thug 
currently running Chechnya. This was a 
moving, disturbing exposé of the true na-
ture of Russia under the heel of Vladimir 
Putin, a subject that has been largely ne-
glected by most Western media.

There are, of course, many things to criti-

cize about Al Jazeera. Like all 24/7 broad-
cast-news operations, there are far too many 
recycled segments offered up as fresh news 
again and again over several days and, until 
recently, Al Jazeera’s coverage of popular 
protests against the Sunni monarchy in 
Shia-majority Bahrain—and their brutal 
suppression—was far less aggressive than its 
coverage of popular uprisings elsewhere in 
the Arab world. But, all in all, I came away 
from two months of Al Jazeera viewing with 
a respect for the general quality of its jour-
nalism, an admiration for the physical cour-
age of its frontline reporters and the con-
viction that—particularly in the case of Al 
Jazeera’s female Muslim correspondents—
the network offered viewers throughout the 
Islamic world strong, positive role models 
for a civilized, secular society.

In essence, the test for the future of Is-
lam’s 1.4 billion adherents around the world 
(compared to 2.2 billion Christians) is 
whether or not their societies can come to 
terms with not just the technical aspects of 
modernity—it is easy enough to learn how 
to build bombs and crash planes invented 
by others—but with balancing spiritual and 
secular concerns in a way that allows for 
tolerance, intellectual inquiry, and a civil 
structure that respects the rights of all in-
dividuals and includes among those rights 
participation in the making of society’s laws 
and their fair enforcement.

Whether or not Qatar’s emir personal-
ly embraces all of these principles, the Al 
Jazeera English-language service he under-
writes offers news, analysis and encourage-
ment for those who do in the Arab and 
Islamic worlds. n
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Death by 
Irrelevance
By John R. Coyne Jr.

Geoffrey Kabaservice, Rule and Ruin: The 
Downfall of Moderation and the Destruction 
of the Republican Party, From Eisenhower to 
the Tea Party (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2012), 504 pp., $29.95.

F..irst, a few of the players: On one 
..side of the great divide within the 
Republican Party of the 1960s and 

1970s, as author Geoffrey Kabaservice tells 
it, were the “moderates,” many of them 
cut from the same expensive cloth, wasp-
ishly good-looking and well-mannered. 
There was William Scranton, “slim and 
handsome, and projecting a Kennedyesque 
image of charm, cool, urbanity, and ele-
gance.” Add men such as Nelson Rock-
efeller and George Romney. And there was 
John Lindsay, “one of the best-looking poli-
ticians ever to mount the hustings: six feet 
three inches tall, with chiseled features, blue 
eyes, and wavy blond hair.” Leave aside one 
critic’s observation that there seemed to be 
nothing at all behind those China-blue eyes. 
These were the good guys.

On the other side were the conservatives, 

among them Barry Goldwater, William F. 
Buckley Jr. (although the author does fre-
quently attempt to enlist Buckley on the 
good-guy side), William Rusher, Clif White 
and George Gilder, who left the good guys 
for the bad. And, of course, there’s Richard 
Nixon, whose occasional forays into lib-
eral territory, says Kabaservice (in a chapter 
called “Darkness Drops”), “reflected prag-
matism, opportunism, or even cynicism.” 
These were the bad guys.

The good guys lost; the bad guys won. 
That’s the story Kabaservice sets out to tell 
in Rule and Ruin. He tells it in strong and 
engaging prose, often with a literary flair. 
And it’s that flair, combined with an ex-
ceptional mastery of detail and an unlikely 
exuberance for one recounting a defeat he 
laments, that saves the book from becoming 
a great lost-cause slog. Indeed, in describ-
ing the largely ineffectual politics of his 
moderate heroes over nearly half a century, 
he compares their progress to that of Na-
poleon’s armies in the disastrous Russian 
campaign of 1812.

In the 1960s, as Kabaservice’s intense 
ideological and intraparty battles were being 
fought out, many of us who were in no 
way political or ideological found ourselves 
forced to take sides. And, like most of the 
men with whom I had served in the Marine 
Corps, I joined the bad guys. 

From Alaska, where I’d lived for five years 
after discharge and earned degrees at the 
University of Alaska, to California, where I 
did graduate work and supported my small 
family, my political awareness grew. As the 
day-to-day demonstrations, disruptions, 
and frequent campus violence at Berkeley 
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and other campuses increased, I decided to 
describe what was happening there and sent 
a series of articles to National Review, the 
only thoughtful publication in the country 
likely to be interested in articles on campus 
unrest written by a bad guy.

The articles were accepted. Bill Buckley 
came to San Francisco and hired me as an 
editor and writer at National Review. While 
there, I wrote a book called The Kumquat 
Statement, for which Buckley provided 
a flattering introduction. Vice President 
Spiro Agnew read the book, asked me to 
visit him in Washington and offered me a 
job. I was his chief speechwriter when he 
resigned, then joined the Nixon writing 
staff and stayed until he resigned. Then I 
repeated the process with Gerald Ford. It 
was, as they say, a hell of a ride, through 
some of the stormiest periods in recent 
American history.

Why did so many of us throw in our 
lot with the bad guys? There were a 

variety of reasons, no doubt. But primarily, 
it seemed to us that through the 1960s and 
into the 1970s, the country was caught in 
the grip of steadily accelerating violence—
the 1968 Democratic National Convention 
and the Chicago riots, riots at Berkeley 
with the National Guard in the streets, the 
People’s Park, San Francisco State, Colum-
bia, Watts, Detroit, riots over school bus-
ing in Boston, the assassinations of Robert 
Kennedy and Martin Luther King. And un-
derlying it all was the Vietnam War and its 
escalation—a legacy from two Democratic 
presidents (opposed by Dwight D. Eisen-
hower) and their best and brightest advis-
ers. All in all, on the streets, in the schools, 
in people’s homes, on tv and in real life, it 
seemed to most Americans that things were 
running very badly out of control. It was 

to end this turmoil that they 
elected Richard Nixon. And 
despite the nearly universal 
hostility among the media, 
the universities, and the lib-
eral and “moderate” elite, he 
carried out that mandate.

Kabaservice expresses con-
cern over the unrest of the 
period, but he comes at it 
from a different angle, dem-
onstrating a basic and implic-
it hostility to nonmoderates, 
as when he matter-of-factly 
refers to “the disruption of 
the Democratic Party con-
vention in Chicago by Mayor 
Daley’s violent police repres-
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sion of antiwar protests.” That, of course, 
is gospel on the academic Left. But ordi-
nary citizens of Chicago, along with the 
policemen involved, saw it differently—a 
violent demonstration of destructive civil 
disobedience, orchestrated by groups such 
as the Students for a Democratic Society, 
Weatherpeople, Black Panthers, the Revolu-
tionary Communist Party and other splinter 
groups.

But for Kabaservice’s moderates, the 
approach always seemed the same: never 
blame rioters, ignore what we saw before 
our eyes, search for root causes, form a 
commission and issue a report. Through-
out the 1960s, he writes, “moderate Re-
publicans staged furious efforts to retake 
control of the party. Moderate intellectuals 
defined their ideology . . . [as being] orga-
nized around causes such as civil rights and 
opposition to the war.”

But that was precisely what a growing 
number of Americans didn’t want their po-
litical parties to be organized around. Nor 
were they inspired by the presidential can-
didates chosen to carry the moderates’ mes-
sage—Nelson Rockefeller, William Scran-
ton, George Romney. The latter conducted, 
in the wake of campus violence and some of 
the worst race riots in American history, a 
coast-to-coast campaign for the 1968 nomi-
nation, telling voters it was their duty to 
“listen to the voices from the ghetto.”

They did. And what they heard was 
“Burn, Baby, Burn.” They listened to the 
campuses and heard the chant, “Ho, Ho, 
Ho Chi Minh, the nlf is gonna win.” They 
listened to Romney as he tried to blame his 
previous hawkish Vietnam War stance on 

“brainwashing.” They listened, and they 
weren’t buying. Kabaservice’s moderates 
were selling a product well past its expira-
tion date, and there were plenty of liberal—
or moderate—salesmen in the other party 
who could peddle it more effectively.

Kabaservice insists that “moderate Re-
publicanism” differs from liberalism, but 
then tells us that “moderate Republicans 
helped shape many of what are typically 
thought of as Democratic achievements, 
from certain Progressive era and New Deal 
reforms to the architecture of the post-
World War II global order.” True enough, 
no doubt, and admirable, especially if you’re 
inclined to support Republican men and 
Democratic measures. But that was then, 
and in our time it fell to nonmoderates 
like Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan to 
radically repair and restructure that global 
architecture.

Kabaservice also lauds the role of moder-
ate Republicans in the enactment of civil-
rights legislation and asserts that “during 
the critical decade of the 1960s, moderates 
defended civil rights and civil liberties,” 
often in the face of stiff bipartisan opposi-
tion. But again, no matter how noble the 
objectives, the thrust of the efforts was out 
of time and political step, which helps ex-
plain the inability of moderates to connect 
with the electorate during a decade when 
civil unrest and disorder trumped other 
concerns.

At times, Kabaservice’s defense seems al-
most fanciful. After cataloging a list of our 
contemporary ills—among them environ-
mental degradation, energy dependence, 
unfunded Social Security obligations, pen-
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sions and deficits—and attempting to ac-
count for them, he suggests that “the ab-
sence of the moderate Republicans may 
be the single greatest explanatory factor.” 
He never makes clear precisely how. But, 
he concludes, “If American politics can be 
compared to an ecosystem, then the dis-
appearance of the moderate Republicans 
represents a catastrophic loss of species 
diversity.” 

And how, precisely, if you’re inclined to 
extend that unlikely metaphor, is this “spe-
cies” identified? It’s here that Kabaservice 
may have put his finger on the problem. 
The moderate movement, he writes, appar-
ently drawing on a study by the Ripon Soci-
ety, moderate Republicanism’s most promi-
nent organization, “was inescapably an elite 
movement.” Most of those who identified 
themselves with it “lived in the cities and 
affluent suburbs. Their political efforts were 
funded by East Coast multimillionaires . . . 
and publicized by the New York Times and 
Washington Post.” The younger moderates 

participated in and sympathized with the 
civil rights movement, the student and an-
tiwar movements, and the nascent feminist 
movement. They campaigned for thoughtful, 
independent-minded candidates and aimed 
their appeals and proposals at intellectuals and 
“informed opinion.”

And that, in the end, may be precise-
ly what did them in. Kabaservice blames 
conservatives for knocking his moderate 
Republicans off the electoral maps. But 
viewed objectively, it was the American peo-
ple who did that. They perceived a certain 

irrelevance and unreality in the message and 
simply didn’t warm to what Kabaservice 
calls “a separate political and ideological 
viewpoint”—a viewpoint that, even now, he 
seems unable to define.

The confusion extends to the leading 
bad guy. He gives Richard Nixon 

credit for creating the occupational-safety 
agency called osha, for expanding rights 
for women and Native Americans, and for 
boosting financial support for education, 
cancer research and drug abuse. Also, al-
though not mentioned, the Nixon admin-
istration developed the first—and last—
comprehensive plan for a national energy 
policy. With his creation of the epa and the 
initiatives that form the basis for our envi-
ronmental legislation today, Richard Nixon 
could legitimately be called our first and 
only green president.

But that would be a step too far. His en-
vironmental proposals, Kabaservice writes, 
“did not spring from real convictions but 
from his political need to respond to rising 
public concern about pollution.” To which 
a reader might respond, what else does a 
career politician respond to, if not public 
concerns? And how does the author know 
what Nixon really thought? But Richard 
Nixon does that to some people of liberal 
persuasion. 

“Richard Nixon,” writes Kabaservice, 
“had been simultaneously the moderates’ 
greatest ally and enemy.” Lee Huebner, for-
mer president of the Ripon Society and 
deputy director of White House writing 
and research during the Nixon adminis-
tration, where we worked together for a 

Kabaservice blames conservatives for knocking his 
moderate Republicans off the electoral maps. But viewed 

objectively, it was the American people who did that.
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time, is a man of solid principle who gives 
the president his due, as seen by a sincere 
Riponite. As Huebner tells it, he brought 
with him to the White House a list of major 
Ripon policy objectives. “Virtually all be-
came part of the Nixon program, including 
revenue sharing, welfare reform, govern-
ment reorganization, an end to the military 
draft, and normalization of relations with 
China.”

Although there’s little in-depth dis-
cussion of foreign policy here, Kabaser-
vice gives high marks to Nixon for his 
opening to China, noting that “the glo-
balized world in which China now plays 
such a large role is to some extent Nix-
on’s creation.” In other areas of foreign 
policy, he writes, moderates gave credit 
to Nixon for his summit meetings with 
Soviet leaders and the salt talks. 

But overshadowing those accomplish-
ments, including China, was the war in 
Vietnam. In contrast to his brief com-
ments on Nixon’s opening to China, 
Kabaservice devotes abundant space 
to the war and its various liberal and 
moderate opponents. In the process, 
however, he fails to see the connections 
between Nixon’s overall foreign policy, 
the China trip, the balance of power in 
the world, the end of the war, and the resto-
ration of calm to the streets and campuses.

Nor did most liberals at the time. Oc-
casionally, there’s a sneering reference from 
someone such as New York senator Charles 
Goodell to Nixon’s “secret plan” to end the 
war. (Goodell, who like many moderates 
wanted immediate and full withdrawal, lost 
his Senate seat in 1970 to James Buckley, 

Bill’s brother and candidate of the Conser-
vative Party.) But despite the sneers, there 
was in fact a plan, first outlined in a 1967 
article prepared by Nixon for Foreign Affairs 
and carefully reviewed by former president 
Eisenhower, who is quite properly held up 
by Kabaservice as a custodian of political 
and ideological Republican centrism. The 
significance of the Nixon article was ex-
plained perceptively by David Eisenhower 

and Julie Nixon Eisenhower in their recent, 
splendid memoir of David’s grandfather.

The Nixon strategy, as developed in the 
article, involved a gradual withdrawal from 
Vietnam—in essence the greatest retreat in 
U.S. history—executed under harrowing 
military conditions in the field and equally 
harrowing political conditions at home. 
This delicate and politically dangerous op-
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eration was accompanied by the intense 
diplomacy of Henry Kissinger that led to 
the new relationship with China. The So-
viets were thrown badly off balance and 
never recovered (this in fact may have been 
the first stage in the process that ultimately 
destabilized the Soviet Union). Mao took 
steps to discourage the North Vietnamese, 
and Nixon and Kissinger would go on to 
bring a successful end to the war (a result 
sadly negated by Congress after Watergate). 
And, by eliminating the major cause of so 
much domestic unrest, Nixon also restored 
a significant measure of national tranquility, 
aided by his decision to end the draft.

Thus, Nixon’s “secret plan,” the object 
of widespread derision among liberals, was 
actually a comprehensive and far-sighted 
geopolitical strategy that resulted in a dis-
tinct shift in the global balance of power. To 
paraphrase the historian Margaret MacMil-
lan, Nixon pulled off a rare and remarkable 
example of a statesmanlike vision success-
fully shaping reality. And at that moment 
in history, only Richard Nixon could have 
done it.

Because of Watergate, which Nixon called 
“that silly, silly thing,” and because of the 
genetic hatred he engendered among mod-
erate elitists still smarting over his role in 
unmasking the Soviet spy Alger Hiss, Nixon 
may never get the credit he deserves for 
his accomplishments on the world stage. 
For the foreseeable future, he’ll probably 
be treated as he is here—a strange, flawed 
man, neither liberal nor conservative (al-
though, as Bill Buckley put it, “conservative 
enough”), wearing whatever mask was po-
litically expedient at the moment. 

Kabaservice speaks of the moderates who 
“wanted Nixon to embody leadership quali-
ties of balance, toleration, and magnanimity 
that were not in his nature.” If Kabaservice 
can actually tell us what qualities were in-
herent “in his nature,” he’s much more than 
a mere historian. But no one ever went 
broke positing pop-psychological explana-
tions for Nixon’s behavior. In any event, 
Kabaservice is probably correct in saying 
Nixon’s “turn against the moderate Repub-
lican movement in 1970 ultimately ended it 
as a viable political force.”

But hostility runs two ways, and perhaps 
it could also be said that “the moderate 
Republican movement,” at times seeming 
to undercut the efforts of the elected leader 
of its party in a time of great stress, was in-
consistent, often incoherent, operating on 
pure emotion and advancing contradictory 
and counterproductive short-term policies. 
At the same time, Nixon was attempting to 
implement an intricate and well-thought-
out plan for extricating us from the morass 
in Vietnam created by the best and bright-
est of the moderate elites, restoring domes-
tic order and reconfiguring the global bal-
ance of power.

Despite extraordinary opposition—and 
what a bad guy might call disloyalty—
many of the most important of these objec-
tives were achieved. And had it not been 
for Watergate, they might well have been 
realized in full by the end of Nixon’s second 
term. Then Kabaservice would have written 
a very different book, and the coroner’s re-
port on the fate of that “moderate Republi-
can movement” would have read “death by 
irrelevance.” n
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