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On August 8, as world leaders gathered in Beijing to watch the
opening ceremony of the Olympic Games, Russian tanks rolled
across the border into Georgia. The night before, Georgian forces had
responded to attacks by secessionists in South Ossetia, an ethnic enclave
in northern Georgia, by pummeling civilian areas in the region’s capital,
Tskhinvali, and seeking to retake the territory by force.Moscow, which
had supported the province’s secessionist government for more than a
decade, retaliated with a full-scale invasion, sending aircraft and armored
columns into South Ossetia and targeting key military and transport
centers inside Georgia proper. Russia also beefed up its military presence
in Abkhazia, another secessionist province, in the northwestern corner of
the country. Russian troops had been present in both enclaves as peace-
keepers,deployed with Georgia’s consent 15 years earlier.When the Geor-
gian attack on South Ossetia killed Russian soldiers and threatened the
fragile status quo, Moscow intervened with lightning speed. At first
glance, the Russian-Georgian war of August 2008 seemed little more than
the stuª of adventure-book fantasy: a reawakened empire going to battle
against an old viceroyalty over a mountainous principality of negligible
strategic value to either side. But it has had momentous consequences.

The five-day war killed hundreds, left thousands of refugees in
temporary shelters, and brought relations between Russia and the

[2]

The Five-Day War

Managing Moscow After the Georgia Crisis

Charles King

Charles King is Chair of the Faculty and a Professor at Georgetown
University’s Edmund A. Walsh School of Foreign Service. His most recent
book is The Ghost of Freedom: A History of the Caucasus.
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United States to their lowest point since the dark days of the Cold
War.For some of Russia’s neighbors, such as Poland and the Baltic states,
the war symbolized the return of the old nato—a traditional alliance
providing security guarantees in order to deter external aggression
rather than a postmodern club promoting democracy and good
governance. For Georgia, the Russian tanks that scarred the lush
countryside were an aªront to all that had been achieved since the
Rose Revolution of 2003, including the creation of passably democratic
institutions and the implementation of an unwaveringly pro-U.S.
foreign policy. For Russia, the war was a firm rejoinder to a reckless
Georgian leadership and a chance to stand up to U.S. influence in
Moscow’s backyard.

Western journalists were quick to compare the conflict to Leonid
Brezhnev’s crushing of the Prague Spring or Hitler’s invasion of the
Sudetenland. But if there is a historical analogy, it is not 1968, much less
1938. An older and more typically Russian pattern is at work. Russia
spent the early part of the nineteenth century collaborating with Austria,
the United Kingdom, and other allies against Napoleon. In time, how-
ever, the Russian tsars came to see the great powers as self-interested and
manipulative, and busy either dismantling solid countries or propping
up decrepit ones at their whim. Russia eventually traded its partnership
with Europe for a wary cynicism, an introverted nationalism, and a
belief in raw power as the hallmark of international politics.

Ultimately, it was conflict in another forgotten corner of Eurasia—
the Crimean Peninsula—that marked Russia’s slide away from Europe
and into its own petulant seclusion.During the Crimean War of 1853–56,
Russia launched a swift attack on the Ottoman Empire, styling itself
as the protector of embattled Orthodox Christians in the Ottoman
lands. France and the United Kingdom rushed to the Ottoman sultan’s
aid and forced the Russian tsar to accept a humiliating peace. Over
the past two centuries, this pattern of hopeful cooperation followed
by disenchanted withdrawal has repeated itself without fail after
every major confrontation between Russia and the West, including
the Cold War.

The diªerence today is that there are plenty of other countries,
from China and Venezuela to Iran and Syria, that share Russia’s view
of the global order. And there are others, such as India and Turkey,

The Five-Day War

foreign affairs . November / December 2008 [3]
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that at least understand it. Russia is not alone in questioning the con-
sistency of the United States’ responses to territorial conflicts around
the world or the evenhandedness with which the West doles out labels
such as “democratic,” “terrorist,” or “rogue state.” For future historians,
the South Ossetian crisis will mark a time when Russia came to disre-
gard existing international institutions and began, however haltingly,
to fashion its own.

sossetianists
South Ossetia is about the size of Rhode Island, with fewer than
70,000 inhabitants. During the Soviet era, it enjoyed autonomous
status within the Georgian republic. As Georgia distanced itself from
Moscow and reclaimed its independence in 1991, South Ossetian
leaders sought to achieve their region’s own independence from Tbilisi.

In 1991 and early 1992, the Georgian military launched an oªensive
to stamp out the South Ossetian secessionist movement. The ragtag
Georgian army was beaten back by a combination of local fighters,
irregulars from the Russian Federation, and stranded ex-Soviet soldiers
who found themselves stuck in the middle of someone else’s civil war
and chose to fight on behalf of the secessionists. In 1993, Georgia went
to war again to preserve its territorial integrity—this time seeking to
prevent the Abkhazians in the northwest from following the Ossetian
example. That conflict also ended in defeat for Tbilisi. As a result,
both provinces have remained functionally separate from Georgia
for about the past 15 years, with their own parliaments, economies,
educational systems, and armies—as well as a powerful narrative of
valiant struggle against Georgian tyranny. (In 2004, local fighters
once again rebuªed a Georgian attempt to reconquer South Ossetia.)

Almost all the conflicts that raged across the former Soviet Union
in the 1990s resembled those in Georgia: clashes over borders and
identities inside newly created states. The territorial struggles over
the enclaves of Nagorno-Karabakh (in Azerbaijan), Transnistria (in
Moldova), and Chechnya, along with the civil war among regional
factions in Tajikistan, all centered on basic questions of where to draw
the boundaries of new states and which groups—ethnic, territorial,
or political—should be dominant within them.

Charles King

[4] foreign affairs . Volume 87 No. 6
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But each war also had an international dimension. In 1992 and 1993,
former Soviet military units fell under Russian command, and local
military commanders took matters into their own hands, ordering
troops to leave their barracks in Georgia and Moldova and support the
secessionists.When the fighting stopped, Russian troops remained in
place as peacekeepers under the terms of cease-fires negotiated by the
warring parties. Since then, Russia has helped cement the de facto
independence of places such as Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and Trans-
nistria. The Russian security services operate freely within these
enclaves, and Moscow has awarded Russian citizenship to many of their
inhabitants. For more than a decade, international negotiators tried to
hammer out agreements on reintegration,but interest in these so-called
frozen conflicts remained minimal.The territorial woes of post-Soviet
Eurasia did not raise eyebrows, except among a small set of midlevel
policy specialists inside government and in academia. The region’s
unrecognized republics were places the world could conveniently
ignore so long as no one was being killed to defeat or defend them.

The war in August changed all this. U.S. and European leaders
immediately condemned Moscow for flouting established borders.
Tired Cold War metaphors—of containing the bear before the next
domino fell—reappeared with startling rapidity. The Western press
painted President Dmitry Medvedev and Prime Minister Vladimir
Putin as leaders of a rogue government scheming to roll back democracy

foreign affairs . November / December 2008 [5]
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A D V E R T I S E M E N T

To the  
contrary.
I can attest from personal 
experience that, if you try to talk 
about the free market on today’s 
university campuses, you will be 

buried in an avalanche of criticism 

of globalization. The opposition  

of faculty and students to the 

expansion of international markets 

stems largely from a sense of 

altruism. It proceeds from their 

concern about social and moral 

issues. Simply put, 

they believe that 

globalization lacks 

a human face. I 

take an opposite 

view. Globaliza-

tion, I would argue, leads not only 

to the creation and spread of 

wealth but to ethical outcomes and 

to better moral character among its 

participants. 

Many critics believe that globaliza-

tion sets back social and ethical 

agendas, such as the reduction of 

child labor and poverty in poor 

countries and the promotion of 

gender equality and environmental 

protection everywhere. Yet, when I 

examined these and other issues in 

my book, In Defense of Globalization, 

I found that the actual outcomes 

were the opposite of those feared.

For example, many believed that 

poor peasants would respond to the 

greater economic opportunities 

presented by globalization by taking 

their children out of school and 

putting them to work. Thus consid-

ered, the extension of the free market 

would act as a malign force. But I 

found that the opposite was true...

CONT I NUED ONLI NE. 

Jagdish Bhagwati is University Professor of economics and  

law at Columbia University, senior fellow for international 

economics at the Council on Foreign Relations, and the author  

of  In Defense of Globalization. He writes widely on public 

policy and international trade.

It depends.
Free markets corrode some 
aspects of character while 
enhancing others. Whether the 
result is good, on balance, depends 

on how one envisions a good life. 

Much also depends on whether 

one believes other economic 

systems can do 

better. The 

question can only 

be answered by 

comparing realistic 

alternatives and by 

understanding how different 

systems promote divergent types 

of human character. 

It is important to avoid thinking in 

terms of ideal models. In recent 

years there has been a tendency to 

think that free markets emerge 

spontaneously when state interfer-

ence in the economy is removed. 

But free markets are not simply 

the absence of government. 

Markets depend on systems of law 

to decide what can be traded as a 

commodity and what cannot. 

Slavery is forbidden in modern 

market economies; so are blackmail 

and child pornography...

John Gray is emeritus professor at the London School of 

Economics. Among his recent books are False Dawn: The 

Delusions of Global Capitalism (Granta) and Black Mass: 

Apocalyptic Religion and the Death of Utopia (Penguin).

Yes, but…
other systems are worse. The free 
market is a crucible of competi-
tion that can bring out the basest 
in human nature. Competition is 

fierce, and when survival is at stake, 

there is no room 

for morality. But, 

to paraphrase 

Churchill, for all 

its flaws, the free 

market is still 

superior to all the other economic 

arrangements that have been tried. 

At first it seems obvious that a 

system based entirely on self-interest 

would lead to the moral decay of 

the individual. If you pause 

momentarily to aid your brother 

during your struggle to reach the 

top — to beat your competitors, to 

maximize earnings, to buy a bigger 

house — you will be surpassed by 

those without such qualms. How, 

in a truly free market, can there 

exist consideration for the good of 

one’s fellow man?

Despite the seemingly cruel nature 

of unregulated market forces, there 

are two important ways in which 

they can improve the well-being of 

society, much as Darwin’s unseeing 

laws generate the best-adapted 

To read these essays in their entirety, or to receive a printed version,  
visit www.templeton.org/market

Does the free market corrode moral character?
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A D V E R T I S E M E N T

forms of life. First, if moral charac-

ter is valued by a society, it can be in 

one’s self-interest to practice and 

preach moral behavior...

CONT I NUED ONLI NE. 

Former world chess champion Garry Kasparov is a leader of the 

pro-democracy coalition The Other Russia. He is the author of a 

book on decision-making, How Life Imitates Chess, and 

speaks to business audiences worldwide. He lives in Moscow.

No. 
Over the past several centuries, 
the world has seen the many ways 
in which an active free market 
spurs material and social progress 

while at the same time strengthen-

ing moral character. By contrast, 

people who have lived under the 

free market’s primary modern rival, 

the ideologically-driven planned 

economy of state socialism, have 

suffered as economic performance 

stagnated, civil society withered, 

and morality was corroded. In 

recent decades, as planned econo-

mies collapsed 

under their own 

contradictions, this 

utopian experiment 

has proved to be a 

systematic failure. 

Citizens who had endured long 

years of economic, moral, and 

political disaster were eager to get 

rid of them...

CONT I NUED ONLI NE. 

Qinglian He is a Chinese economist and a former senior editor of 

the Shenzhen Legal Daily. She is the author of  The Pitfalls of 

Modernization: The Economic and Social Problems of 

Contemporary China and The Fog of Censorship: Media 

Control in China. 

Certainly.  
Or does it?
It is clear that the ferocious 
competition of interests and 
passions, the mad rule of money, 

and materialism as 

the measure of all 

things — in short, 

the free market, 

released from all 

rules and governed 

only by the greed of the most 

powerful — fatally corrodes our 

souls. This is what the great 

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn thought at 

the end of his life. 

This view was shared by the family  

of French thinkers of the 1930’s  

called the “non-conformists,” which 

included Charles Péguy and a few 

others. They saw commodity 

exchange as a source of depersonal-

ization. It was also the thesis of an 

entire group of Christian (or simply 

spiritualist) thinkers who saw in the 

idea of the “free market” the death 

of moral values and the end of man’s 

faith and aspiration to the absolute.

It was also — and this should put us 

on alert — one of the main themes of 

fascism and one of the reasons the 

masses were seduced by it. “Stop 

materialism!” it was proclaimed. “Put 

an end to destructive individualism 

and the social atomization against 

which fascism presents its good, safe, 

organic, and natural communities!”  

In short, watch out for the rule of  

“generalized equivalence” among 

human values...

CONT I NUED ONLI NE. 

Bernard-Henri Lévy, the French philosopher, has written more  

than thirty books, including the New York Times bestseller 

American Vertigo (2006) and, most recently, Left in Dark 

Times: A Stand Against the New Barbarism (2008), both 

published by Random House.

It all depends. 
The answer depends completely 
on what kind of market we are 
talking about and what we mean 
by “moral character.”  Today’s 

supposedly “free market” could  

be described more accurately as  

a “fettered” market. Our financial 

and corporate 

regimes fall well 

short of the classic 

assumptions of 

perfect structure, 

perfect competi-

tion, and perfect information. 

In the first edition of Economics: An 

Introductory Analysis, a textbook 

that I read during my sophomore 

year at Princeton in 1948, the 

Nobel laureate Paul Samuelson 

aptly summed up the issue: “the 

problem with perfect competition 

is what George Bernard Shaw 

once said of Christianity: ‘the only 

trouble with it is that it’s never 

been tried’ ” ...
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and monopolize oil and gas networks across Eurasia. But Russia’s
intervention was really an expression of its longer-term commitment
to maintaining the influence Moscow had secured throughout the
Caucasus in the early 1990s and protecting the region’s unrecognized
regimes.Russia’s previous interventions in its post-Soviet neighborhood
were grass-roots aªairs; local military commanders stepped in between
warring parties and put a swift halt to the fighting.This time, however,
Russia’s military engagement evolved into something very diªerent:
an attempt to bypass established channels of conflict resolution and
unilaterally change the boundaries of another un member state.

Russia made this goal clear by formally recognizing the two breakaway
regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia on August 26.But it is now play-
ing a dangerous game. Moscow’s eªorts to secure unambiguous support
for its Georgian gambit, especially at a summit of the Shanghai Cooper-
ation Organization in late August,have borne little fruit.An independent
Abkhazia and South Ossetia will remain a laughable proposition if
Moscow,Managua,and Minsk are the only foreign capitals that acknowl-
edge their existence, as they are now. And in the long run, Russia’s pre-
cipitous recognition of Abkhazia and South Ossetia could backfire. If the
two provinces gain even a modicum of true independence from Moscow,
their mere existence will set a powerful precedent for regions within
Russia itself. If South Ossetia can be independent, why not Russia’s own
North Ossetia, whose inhabitants are connected by ties of ethnicity and
history to the majority population in South Ossetia? If the mountaineers
of Abkhazia are entitled to their own country,why not their ethnic cousins,
the Circassians, who inhabit the fertile plains just to the north? In taking
a sizable bite out of Georgia, Russia may find that it has handed a gift to
independence-minded groups on its own slope of the Caucasus mountain
range. Through its wars in Chechnya, Russia has twice demonstrated
that it has zero tolerance for secession north of the mountains, but it has
now fueled, rather than foiled, territorial change in the south.

five days that shook the world
After the guns of August 2008 fell silent, it was clear that Abkhazia
and South Ossetia would never return to full Georgian control.The two
enclaves are still protected by Russian soldiers, who have demonstrated
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their ability and willingness to send the U.S.-trained Georgian army
running. The enclaves’ inhabitants have no desire to rejoin a country
they all but seceded from more than a decade ago, one that they have
long perceived as an aggressor that can only be deterred by Russian
security guarantees. Given that Georgia has tried  to retake South
Ossetia by force on three occasions—in 1991–92, 2004, and 2008—
that is not an unreasonable position. Creative solutions that might once
have been possible, such as establishing shared
sovereignty between Georgia and Russia
(similar to the arrangement in Andorra,
which counts the French president and a
Spanish bishop as its heads of state), set-
ting up an international protectorate over
Abkhazia and South Ossetia, or granting
them “free state” status, will now be di⁄cult
to achieve. The Abkhazians and the South
Ossetians have obtained what they wanted all along—international
recognition—and they will be loath to give up that status. In ordering
his ill-prepared army into an ill-planned reconquista, Saakashvili
guaranteed that the Georgian flag would never again fly over nearly
a fifth of the territory his country still claims as its own.

Ultimately, it is not the dismemberment of Georgia that should
worry Western leaders the most. After all, the international system
has managed to absorb a bevy of new states from the old communist
lands, from the well governed and aspirationally European to the Mafia-
led and barely functional. Abkhazia and South Ossetia—together
home to fewer than 200,000 people—may take the politics of microstate-
hood to an absurd extreme. But some special status for these enclaves is
not a ridiculous proposition,especially after the independence of Kosovo.
Indeed, the West’s sanctimonious rhetoric about the inviolability of
borders rings hollow when one considers that Kosovo has not even
been recognized by all of the eu or nato countries.

The true significance of the latest crisis in the Caucasus is that Russia
has embarked on a new era of muscular intervention, showing little faith
in multilateral institutions,such as the unSecurity Council or the Organ-
ization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, in which it exerts
considerable influence.This distrust reveals something important about
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Russian leaders’ view of global politics in general: Russian leaders believe
that the existing multilateral institutions are unsubtle fronts for promot-
ing the naked interests of the United States and its major European allies.
An emboldened and mistrustful Russia has made the future of nato
uncertain and left the United States and its allies divided over Moscow’s
role in the world. If anything, the August war laid bare the United States’
inability to deter friends from behaving like fools and revealed Russia’s
proclivity to see hard power as the true currency of international relations.

propaganda wars
By not bothering to seek international support and then making no
apologies for its unilateral attack on Georgia, Moscow distinguished this
war from previous cases in which outside powers have meddled in the
Soviet Union’s old sphere of influence. Nato’s 1999 intervention in
Kosovo was far more violent than Russia’s foray into Georgia. Seventy-
eight days of aerial bombing destroyed every major bridge on Serbia’s
stretch of the Danube River,disabled the national electrical grid,and gut-
ted buildings in downtown Belgrade (including, by mistake, the Chinese
embassy). Yet as destructive as it was, the Kosovo operation was under-
taken by a coalition of Western governments. It was preceded by weeks
of intense talks aimed at forestalling violence. And it was followed by a
un peacekeeping mission—with Russian participation—and a broad-
based eªort to build an eªective and democratic government on the
ground.Kosovo managed to garner recognition from nearly 50 un mem-
ber states within six months of declaring its independence last February.

Moscow’s adventure in the Caucasus was completely diªerent.
Russia ordered a military operation against a neighboring state without
first securing international support or even developing a public relations
strategy. In the ensuing war,Georgia dominated on the pr front.Within
hours of the Russian intervention, the Georgian government began
sending hourly e-mail updates to foreign journalists. The English-
speaking, Columbia University–educated Georgian president, Mikheil
Saakashvili, appeared live on cnn. In subsequent interviews and
speeches, he hit every major talking point meaningful to Western
audiences, including claims of ethnic cleansing and genocide—and
the bizarre allegation that Russia was plotting to start forest fires.
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Meanwhile, his government stage-managed rallies featuring eu flags
and called for Europe to rescue the embattled democracy.

By contrast, Russia’s public relations eªort was feeble. Images of
hapless Ossetian refugees clogged Russian television screens, but
Moscow made few attempts (beyond awkward press briefings by a
uniformed general and a benefit concert in the bombed-out ruins of
Tskhinvali) to impress its version of events on the international
media. Soon, however, the real story of the
five-day war began to seem more complicated
than earlier Western reports had alleged.
Russia implemented a cease-fire agreement
brokered by French President Nicolas Sarkozy,
and within a month of the intervention,
most Russian troops had withdrawn to posi-
tions in Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Some
of Georgia’s assertions—especially the
claim that the Russian attack had preceded
Georgia’s shelling of civilians in South Ossetia—were shown to be
highly questionable. And European countries that had initially
joined the United States in promising sanctions against Russia wel-
comed Moscow’s willingness to defuse a situation that might dam-
age the eu-Russian relationship.

Even as many Americans and Europeans remained skeptical of
Russian accounts of the war, the intervention in Georgia was wildly
popular in Russia. According to an opinion poll conducted by the
respected Moscow-based Levada Center, almost 80 percent of
the Russian respondents approved of it. Over half blamed Georgia
for initiating the conflict and identified the United States’ desire for
influence in the Caucasus and the greater Black Sea region as the root
cause. Naturally, the Abkhazians and the South Ossetians welcomed
Russian soldiers as a shield against Georgian aggression. In the North
Caucasus—a Russian region that has seen its share of secessionists
and radical political movements, most notably in Chechnya—the war
was viewed as an eªort to rescue native Caucasian brethren from
Georgian overlordship. Internet forums organized by North Caucasian
diasporas, including Chechens abroad, hailed the creation of an inde-
pendent Abkhaz homeland.Ironically,Chechen fighters even joined the
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Russian troops in their eªort to rebuª the Georgian advance on Chech-
nya’s fellow mountain republic of South Ossetia; for the Chechens,
hatred of Georgia trumped hatred of Russia. And in Ukraine, whose
president, Viktor Yushchenko, has emerged as an ardent supporter of
Georgia, the public is divided. According to a poll conducted by
the state-run National Institute for Strategic Studies, in Kiev, half
of the respondents said that Ukraine should remain neutral and the
rest were equally divided between support for Georgia and support
for Russia. In short, a military operation that the West denounced
as an act of aggression was seen in Russia and beyond as laudable,
proportionate, and humanitarian.

These views are not simply the product of Kremlin-led propaganda
eªorts. They reflect deeply held beliefs about the United States’ role in
the Black Sea region and about basic concepts such as self-determination
and democracy. The views of Russians, Ukrainians, and others con-
cerning global aªairs reflect the realities they see on the ground. When
the United States unequivocally supports a Georgian government that
seeks to bomb its own citizens into submission, it is easy for people to
become cynical about U.S. motivations and recognize how malleable
the concept of democracy can be.

Declarations bemoaning the triumph of autocratic imperialism
are therefore misplaced. The world has seen these sorts of invasions
before, and the consequences have not always been dire. After all, when
Turkey invaded Cyprus in 1974 for reasons similar to those Russia has
cited in regard to Georgia, few people feared the return of Ottoman
hegemony around the Mediterranean.Turkey intervened on the island
to protect an ethnic Turkish minority threatened with repression by
Greek nationalists and to prevent the island’s absorption by Greece.
Russia’s initial moves in Georgia followed a similar logic of protecting
minorities and securing the advantageous position Russia had carved
out in the Caucasus over the last 15 years.Today, the fact that Turkey has
o⁄cial diplomatic relations with the unrecognized Turkish Republic of
Northern Cyprus has not prevented the Turkish Cypriots from cooper-
ating with their Greek counterparts—most recently by launching historic
talks on creating a united government for the island. Russian lead-
ers have certainly behaved in ways that are stubborn and coarse, but
they have also acted pragmatically and predictably.

Charles King
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putin’s march to the sea?
The challenge facing the next U.S.president will be not simply to re-
solve obscure territorial disputes in a faraway sliver of the Caucasus; he
must also manage Russia’s emerging role as a powerful and alluring alter-
native to the West. Russian leaders have learned to wield the language of
stability,humanitarianism,and prosperity—even as Russian journalists die
in police custody and corrupt o⁄cials siphon oª the country’s substantial
wealth. If the rift between Russia and the West widens, it will not produce
a repeat of the Cold War—a half century during which Moscow lay at the
epicenter of a coercive and overburdened imperium. Instead, it will create
a new and more delicate rivalry over the ability of each political system to
explain its own inconsistencies to its citizens and the wider world.Whether
to support or deny self-determination, whether to praise or condemn mil-
itary invasion,and whether to make or break countries are choices faced by
all great powers—and the resulting decisions are rarely made according to
principle. In the future, the real contest will be over which powers are best
able to spin their flaws and speak convincingly to an increasingly savvy
world citizenry that is as skeptical about the United States’ messianic de-
mocratizing as it is about Russia’s nationalist posturing.

Unfortunately,Western thinking on Russia has too often substituted
analogy for analysis. If today’s Russia is akin to Hitler’s Germany, the
argument goes, the West should avoid appeasement and prevent any
potential future Russian aggression against Ukraine or any other Russian
neighbor. But what the West has failed to grasp is that many of the
region’s inhabitants view the war of August 2008 as a justified interven-
tion rather than a brazen attempt to resurrect a malevolent empire. In
the weeks following the Russian-Georgian conflict, concerned U.S. and
European o⁄cials held emergency meetings to consider a host of policy
responses, from suspending Russia’s relationship with the eu to boycotting
the 2014 Winter Olympics in the Russian Black Sea resort of Sochi, a
stone’s throw from Abkhazia. “We are convinced that it is in Russia’s
own interest not to isolate itself from Europe,”read the final communiqué
of a summit of eu leaders held in September. Certainly, Russia’s actions
have distanced the country from Western institutions. But the deeper
worry is that the Kremlin and average Russians can now imagine a
world in which they do not have to care.∂
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This past summer’s war in Georgia—and its aftermath—delivered
a higher-voltage shock to U.S.-Russian relations than any event since
the end of the Cold War. It made Russia an unexpected flashpoint
in the U.S. presidential campaign and probably won Russia a place at
the top of the next administration’s agenda. Yet this is hardly the
first time in the last two decades that Washington has buzzed with
discussion of ominous events in Russia. Before long, the buzzing has
usually subsided. Will this crisis prove diªerent? Has Washington’s
thinking about Russia really changed, and how much? 

At first glance, the change seems fundamental. Five years ago, the
U.S. ambassador in Moscow, Alexander Vershbow, said that the main
di⁄culty in U.S.-Russian relations was a “values gap.” The two sides
were cooperating eªectively on practical problems, he argued, but were
diverging on issues such as the rule of law and the strengthening of
democratic institutions. No U.S. o⁄cial would make such a statement
today—or would have even six months ago. Well before Russian tanks
rolled into Georgia in August, the list of issues separating Washington
from Moscow had grown long, and, more important, these issues
extended well beyond the values gap. Although great powers are widely

[ 12]
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thought to have stopped viewing security as the core problem in their
dealings with one another, that is what most troubles U.S.-Russian
relations. Things were bad enough when the U.S. government used
to say that then Russian President Vladimir Putin was undermining
Russian democracy.Once Putin,now prime minister but apparently still
the country’s leader, started saying that the United States was undermin-
ing Russia’s nuclear deterrent, he took tensions to an entirely new level.

Against this backdrop, Russia’s invasion of a small neighbor might
have seemed to be final confirmation of the view that Russia has
become, in the words of the British economist Robert Skidelsky, “the
world’s foremost revisionist power.” And yet, for all the recent references
to the Sudetenland and the crushing of the Prague Spring, Western
governments have made clear that such parallels will not guide their
response. Government o⁄cials and pundits alike have been coupling
their denunciations of Moscow with assurances that they want to work
with it in advancing common interests, whether on nuclear proliferation,
terrorism, energy security, drug tra⁄cking, or climate change. The
more these issues are invoked, the less one should expect U.S. policy
toward Russia to change. Harry Truman, it might be recalled, did not
usually speak of his determination to work with Joseph Stalin.

For two decades, the idea that the United States needs Russia for
practical reasons has led Washington, even in moments of shock and
confusion over Russia’s actions, to want to keep relations with Russia
from becoming any worse than necessary. Although U.S. policymakers
have considered Moscow a high-maintenance partner with whom
getting to yes is extremely frustrating and sometimes almost hopeless,
they have never been ready to give up on the eªort. Even Russia’s war
with Georgia has not changed this outlook, and for the foreseeable
future probably nothing will.

What the war has done, however, is subject the high-stakes and
now disappointing U.S.-Russian relationship to a top-to-bottom
reassessment—its first real reconsideration since the Cold War.
Suddenly, saying that Washington has to cooperate with Moscow
when possible and push back emphatically when necessary no longer
seems a fully satisfactory formula. Determining the right balance
between cooperating and pushing back—between selective engagement
and selective containment—has become the main task of U.S. policy
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toward Russia.This eªort will surely last well into the next U.S. admin-
istration, providing a key challenge for the new president and his
advisers as they refashion the United States’ role in the world.

is this realism’s moment?
Whenever U.S. foreign policy faces a major failure, so-called realist
commentators come forward to suggest a way out,usually by recalibrating
ends and means and rethinking national priorities. Long before the war
in Georgia, the souring of U.S.-Russian relations had been the subject
of many such analyses. (Examples include Nikolas Gvosdev’s February
2008 paper “Parting With Illusions: Developing a Realistic Approach
to Relations With Russia,” published by the Cato Institute; Robert
Blackwill’s January/February 2008 National Interest article, “The Three
Rs: Rivalry, Russia, ’Ran”; and Dimitri Simes’ November/December
2007 Foreign Affairs piece, “Losing Russia.”) These realists’ argument,
which has gained a more respectful hearing since the war, is that Wash-
ington has let secondary interests prevent accommodation on issues of
overriding importance to U.S. security. If Washington wants Moscow’s
help on things that really matter, the reasoning goes, then it should back
oª on policies that provoke Moscow unnecessarily.

For these realists, most of the U.S. moves that have irked Moscow
in the past few years—regularly hectoring Moscow about democracy,
recklessly encouraging Georgia and Ukraine to seek membership in
nato, attempting to install ballistic missile defenses in eastern
Europe, challenging Russia’s energy dominance in Central Asia and
the Caucasus, recognizing Kosovo’s independence—are not worth
the bad blood, and now the bloodshed, that they have generated with
Russia. Washington would better serve U.S. interests by negotiating
a series of quid pro quos that focused on getting from Russia the
things that the United States truly needs.The details of such proposed
understandings vary, of course, but in the most frequently mentioned
one, Washington would take care not to encroach on Russia’s hoped-
for sphere of influence in its neighborhood in exchange for Russia’s help
in preventing Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons.

This “let’s make a deal” approach to diplomacy has a tempting
simplicity to it. And (because this is the role realism usually plays in
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U.S. foreign policy debates) it will surely force U.S. decision-makers
to think harder about the ends they seek, by what means they should
pursue them, and at what cost. Even so, it is not likely to be the strat-
egy that the next U.S. administration adopts. Diplomats are widely
thought to be negotiating such deals all the time, but it is in fact very
rare that any large problem is solved because representatives of two
great powers trade completely unrelated assets. The “grand bargains”
favored by amateur diplomats are almost never consummated.

The specific deals that some realists propose rest, moreover, on
unexamined assumptions about both the flexibility and the leverage
of Russian policy. Moscow is no more likely to support a drastic
increase in U.S. pressure against Iran, for example, than it did against
Iraq in the lead-up to the 2003 war. (At the time, some analysts
thought a mini “grand bargain” might bring the United States and
Russia together on this issue, but neither side was interested.) And
the suggestion that Russian leaders could get Iran to end its quest for
nuclear weapons raises doubts about whether this sort of policy
thinking should be called “realism” at all. Some realists claim that
Moscow has enormous influence over Tehran, but they rarely explain
how. In reality, the United States has far more leverage—military,
economic, and diplomatic—with which to influence Iranian policy.

Important as these reasons are, they are not the most significant
grounds for questioning the realist prescription for U.S.-Russian rela-
tions. Although realists claim that good relations between Washington
and Moscow are impossible if one side annoys the other too much,
not long ago Putin himself presided over just such good but somewhat
fractious relations. As he awaited a visit from his friend U.S. President
George W. Bush in the middle of 2002, Putin could look back over a
three-year stretch during which the United States had bombed Serbia
and occupied Kosovo, accused Russia of war crimes in Chechnya,
abrogated the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, established a military
presence in Central Asia, begun to train and equip Georgia’s armed
forces, and completed the largest-ever expansion of nato, which
included three former Soviet states, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania.
Bush administration o⁄cials naturally gushed that U.S.-Russian
relations had never been better. What is more, Putin agreed. Some of
the U.S. actions that might have seemed to be problems for Russia were
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nothing of the sort, he said; after all, strengthening the ability of Rus-
sia’s neighbors to deal with terrorism strengthened Russia’s security,
too. Yes, the two sides did not see eye to eye on some issues, but these
would not threaten their deepening strategic partnership. After an

earlier meeting with Putin, Bush himself
had captured this outlook in his customary
homey language: “You probably don’t agree
with your mother on every issue. You still
love her, though, don’t you?”

Now that U.S.-Russian relations have
sunk to a new low, it is essential to recall—and
understand—their previous high. Why did

Putin say things in 2002 that he would never dream of saying in 2008? Was
it, as realists might say, weakness? Maybe. But if the Russian economy
was less robust six years ago than it is now, it was already on the upswing.
And in any event, in the 1990s then Russian President Boris Yeltsin
objected far more vocally than Putin did to U.S. policies he disliked,
even though during his tenure Russia was far weaker than it was in 2002.

Was Putin expecting a greater payoª from Washington than he actu-
ally received,and did he then change course when he did not get it? There
is not as much to this explanation as Russian o⁄cials and sympathetic
Western analysts like to allege. Within a year of the attacks of Septem-
ber 11, 2001, Bush had oªered Putin a new strategic arms treaty (which
Putin had said he needed for political reasons), shifted U.S. policy on
Chechnya from condemnation of Russia to understanding, recognized
Russia as a market economy (an important step in easing bilateral trade
disputes), supported Russia’s accession to the World Trade Organization,
agreed to have Russia chair the g-8 (the group of highly industrialized
states) for the first time, initiated a multibillion-dollar international ver-
sion of the Nunn-Lugar program (a U.S. eªort launched in 1992 to help
dismantle weapons of mass destruction in the former Soviet Union), and
upgraded Russia’s ties to nato so that Russia’s representatives could par-
ticipate on a more equal footing in deliberations on European security.

As payoªs go, this was not bad, and at the time both sides emphasized
that it represented more than U.S.President Bill Clinton had ever oªered
Yeltsin. But what really undergirded the U.S.-Russian relationship in its
post-9/11 heyday was not any transactional reward. It was the two sides’
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shared conviction that the two countries saw major goals and major
problems in broadly compatible terms—and that, more than ever before,
they could deal with each other as equals. Washington and Moscow
resolved their disagreements not by exchanging payoªs but by choosing
not to see diªerences as expressions of a deeper conflict.Russian arms sales
to China did not block cooperation,nor did the U.S.State Department’s
human rights report. Henry Kissinger has called this kind of under-
standing between great powers a “moral consensus.” Although the term
may seem a little grand, it is a useful reminder that enduring strategic
cooperation involves more than trading my quids for your quos.

The U.S.-Russian “moral consensus” of 2002 is now a distant mem-
ory, and realists are not wrong to emphasize the disagreements that
have marked the relationship’s downward path. Yet what changed the
relationship far more than any disagreements themselves was a shift in
the way Russian leaders understood them. Many events played a part
in this transformation—the Iraq war, the Orange Revolution in
Ukraine, and soaring energy prices, among others. From them, Putin
and his colleagues seem to have drawn very diªerent conclusions from
those of 2002—namely, that Russia’s relations with the United States
(and the West in general) were inherently unequal and conflictual and
that Russia would better serve its interests if it followed its own course.

As o⁄cials in the next U.S. administration examine the individual
pieces of a U.S.-Russian relationship gone bad, they will have many
reasons to consider specific changes in policy. On issues ranging from
the military balance to democracy promotion to Russia’s relations with
its neighbors, new U.S. policymakers will review what is working and
what is not and try to fashion a new and more productive relationship.
The most significant obstacle they will face, however, is not the com-
plexity of the individual issues in dispute—many of those are, actually,
exceedingly simple.It is the fact that Russia’s leaders have gone a long way
toward reconceiving the relationship. In their view, common interests
and strategic compatibility are no longer at its core.

the return of arms control
The impact of Russia’s new strategic outlook will be particularly
evident when the next U.S. administration reviews U.S. arms control

What Has Moscow Done?
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policy. The East-West treaties on nuclear and conventional weapons
negotiated at the end of the Cold War have caused a more massive and
more dramatic reshaping of military forces than is generally recognized.
Since 1990, with little fanfare and virtually no opposition on either side,
the number of Russian nuclear warheads on intercontinental ballistic
missiles—which make up the largest part of Russia’s nuclear force—
has been cut by almost 70 percent. Also with no controversy, the largest
part of the United States’ strategic nuclear force—weapons deployed
on submarines—has been cut by almost 50 percent. Cuts in conven-
tional forces have been even more dramatic: the number of U.S. tanks
in Europe has dropped from over 5,000 to 130;Germany has eliminated
more than 5,000 tanks of its own; Russia, over 4,000; and the Czech
Republic, Hungary, Poland, and Ukraine, together almost 8,000 tanks.
With all this dismantling going on, the U.S.-Russian military balance
gradually became the quietest corner of the relationship.

Now,however, arms control is back at center stage.One reason is the
calendar: the two treaties on U.S.-Russian strategic arms reductions
will expire during the next U.S. president’s term. But far more impor-
tant is Moscow’s altered view of what is at stake. The former chief of
the Russian general staª,Yuri Baluyevsky, declared earlier this year that
U.S. nuclear policies reflect a “drive for strategic domination.” Ignoring
the ongoing decline in military forces across Europe, Putin has charged
that other states are taking advantage of Russia’s peaceful nature to
wage an “arms race” (and on this basis, in December 2007 he suspended
Russia’s compliance with the Treaty on Conventional Armed Forces in
Europe). Russian o⁄cials also insist that the U.S. missile defense system
planned for deployment in eastern Europe after 2012 is, despite Wash-
ington’s denials, designed to neutralize Russia’s strategic deterrent. To
thwart this, they say, Russia must deploy nuclear forces that restore it to
a position of rough equality with the United States. “National security,”
Putin and his successor as president, Dmitry Medvedev, have taken to
saying, “is not based on promises.”

Many U.S. foreign policy specialists look at the return of arms
control with a mixture of boredom and regret. Most stopped viewing
Russia as an interesting security problem years ago. In the U.S. mil-
itary, Russian issues are no longer where the promotions are. When
civilian experts bother with the issue of strategic arms reductions, it is
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usually not because they think that the U.S.-Russian strategic balance
matters but because they want to revive attention to some related
issue, such as “loose” nuclear weapons and materials or the need for
the United States and Russia to strengthen nonproliferation eªorts
by making large cuts in their own arsenals. It is telling that the most
significant arms control idea of recent years, advanced by the Cold

foreign affairs . November / December 2008 [ 19]
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War veterans Kissinger, Sam Nunn, William Perry, and George
Shultz, has been nuclear abolition. Mere nuclear parity apparently
bores them, too.

Hostility to old-style arms control and inattention to the growing
mismatch between U.S. and Russian thinking on national security
clearly led the Bush administration to mishandle these issues with
Moscow. Merely dismissing Moscow’s charges that the U.S. missile
defense plans threaten Russia’s security has not stopped the Russians
from objecting—or from winning the sympathy of some U.S. allies.
Washington proposed allowing Russian military monitors at the U.S.
missile defense sites in the Czech Republic and Poland, but the
Czechs and the Poles opposed this plan, giving Moscow one more
reason to complain.

To keep military issues from becoming a continuing source of
U.S.-Russian discord, the next U.S. president will want to adopt a
diªerent approach. He will surely drop his predecessor’s resistance to
formal and legally binding arms control agreements. Yet both Wash-
ington and Moscow will further benefit by preserving some elements
of the Bush administration’s outlook—above all, the recognition that
the treaties that work best are those that allow each side maximum
flexibility in implementation. If both sides can also agree that their
military forces do not really threaten each other, they will not have to
sweat every detail over limiting them.

On this basis, arms control could once more become the easy part
of the U.S.-Russian agenda. Washington and Moscow would face no
real obstacles to the quick negotiation of a new strategic arms treaty
that preserved the framework of existing treaties while making further
(although probably small) cuts.The current impasse over conventional
forces might also be resolved, which could result in bringing more
states into the treaty, lowering the caps on major weapons systems,
and easing the restrictions on deployments within a country’s own
boundaries (the last a feature that the Russians have long and loudly
denounced as “colonial”). On missile defense, an understanding could
be easily reached that oªered Russia concrete and binding commit-
ments that U.S. deployment plans would not be fully implemented if
the threat from Iran did not grow; for its part, Moscow would not try
to block them if the threat did grow.
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This should not turn out to be a completely fanciful forecast.
Putin quietly laid the groundwork for such an agreement on missile
defense in the statement that he and Bush issued in the Black Sea
port of Sochi last spring. In it, Putin declared that the conditions
Washington had oªered to place on the deployment and operation
of its radars and interceptors in eastern Europe would, if fully and
sincerely put into practice, “assuage” Russia’s concerns. Although
this language will hardly keep Putin from trying to get still better
terms from a new U.S. administration, his approach does suggest
that Russia’s leaders do not necessarily believe the charges they level
against Washington. Resolving outstanding disagreements on nuclear
and other security issues would not remove all the contentious issues
in U.S.-Russian relations, much less revive the consensus of 2002.
But it would achieve what arms control advocates claimed to want
in the latter years of the Cold War: a measure of predictability and
mutual confidence in the relationship. And for now, that would be
progress enough.

Why, then, is it so hard to imagine such a new round of agree-
ments? Many of the major players in Russian domestic politics have
benefited from the new atmosphere that Moscow’s angry zero-sum
rhetoric has created: the military leaders whose budget has grown
by almost 500 percent since 2000, the political leaders who have
made suspicion of the outside world a kind of ersatz regime ideology,
the bureaucrats and businesspeople who say that reviving the de-
fense industry will require continued infusions of state funds. None
of these groups will change course except very reluctantly. The bal-
ance of power between the United States and Russia may matter to
them, but the balance of power within Russian politics matters even
more. Until Russia’s domestic situation changes, it may be a long
time before military issues again become the quiet corner of U.S.-
Russian relations.

democracy after bush
The next U.S. president will inevitably review a second issue that
has been part of the growing contentiousness of U.S.-Russian relations:
democratic reform. Like arms control, this issue played a large role

What Has Moscow Done?

foreign affairs . November / December 2008 [21]

012-028_missing fonts.qxd  9/17/08  10:48 PM  Page 21

Return to Table of Contents



in the international transformation
that followed the Cold War.At that
time, governments across eastern
Europe, Moscow included, saw
the embrace of Western ideology
and institutions as the path to in-
ternational acceptance and even
self-respect. Few questioned the
idea that multilateral forums should
define democratic norms and prac-
tices, such as the criteria for judging
whether elections were free and
fair. There was simply no other
way for a government to show
that it had broken with the past.

Both Bush and Putin have fun-
damentally altered the role of this
issue in U.S.-Russian relations.
Bush made it all too easy to por-
tray his “freedom agenda” as a
hypocritical tool for advancing
narrow U.S. interests. And Putin
built his popularity in part on
the idea that foreigners have no
right to judge Russia’s political
system. His slogan “sovereign
democracy” oªered a nationalist
cover for arbitrary and centralized
rule. Western criticism may have
strengthened Putin’s appeal and
helped him tar his domestic oppo-
nents as disloyal and subversive.

No matter how much the next
U.S. president deplores Putin’s
success, he cannot ignore it. Mak-
ing criticism of Russian democracy
a strong theme of U.S. foreign
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policy no longer enhances respect for either democracy or the United
States in Russia. In its waning years, the Bush administration has itself
retreated to intermittent and perfunctory treatment of the issue, usually
through statements by low-ranking o⁄cials. A new president who
hopes for a fresh start in relations with Moscow will get advice from
many directions to avoid tough ideological rhetoric. From his own
diplomats and analysts, he will hear that Medvedev, whatever the
limitations on his power, has been a thoughtful and consistent advocate
of the rule of law and other liberal reforms—and has on occasion
(gently) criticized Putin’s record. From members of Russia’s demo-
cratic opposition, he will hear that it is not the job of Washington—or
any other foreign government—to advance democracy in their country.
(All they ask is that Americans not undercut them by suggesting—
or, worse, believing—that Russia is a democracy.) And from European
governments, he will hear that the success of democracy promotion
depends on de-Americanizing the brand.

The next U.S. administration, then, will have good reasons to
make the issue of democracy a less contentious part of U.S.-Russian
relations. There is no surprise in this: the old approach was not
working. But will treating Russia more like, say, Kazakhstan—as a
nondemocracy ready for practical cooperation—actually improve
U.S.-Russian relations? Although removing an irritant ought to
help matters, it is worth noting that it was not simply U.S. policy
that made the issue di⁄cult. From Putin on down, Russian leaders
have actually continued to put heavy emphasis on their ideological
estrangement from the West even as Americans and Europeans
have started to pay less attention to democracy. The reason is simple.
Confrontation on this issue has paid enormous political dividends.
Russians who think it can keep doing so will not want to drop it
just because a new U.S. administration is tempted to give it a rest.

whose sphere of influence?
When Russian tanks rolled across a neighbor’s borders this past
summer, they forced new choices on U.S. policymakers: how and how
much to support a small Western nation with no chance of resisting a
Russian invasion.Yet even if the choices were new,the policy behind them
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was not. From the moment the Soviet Union collapsed, it was the
policy of the United States and its Western allies to give Russia’s
neighbors, like other postcommunist states, a chance to integrate
themselves into the Western world. In the 1990s, states of the former
Soviet Union—unlike Hungary and Poland, or even Bulgaria and
Romania—were not considered good candidates for the ultimate
prize: full membership in the European Union and nato. But they
enjoyed many other forms of support from the West: sponsorship of

oil and gas pipelines that provided access to
international markets, the encouragement
of foreign direct investment, mediation
eªorts to resolve separatist disputes, techni-
cal advice to speed accession to the World
Trade Organization, training and equip-
ment to combat drug tra⁄cking and nuclear
smuggling, cooperation on intelligence and
counterterrorism, and funding for non-
governmental election-monitoring groups.
All these were the same tools that the United

States employed in its relations with Russia, and their goal was also
the same: to encourage the emergence of somewhat modern-looking,
somewhat European-looking political and economic systems from
the post-Soviet rubble.

At first, this U.S. policy did not threaten U.S.-Russian relations. But
then, something unexpected happened: Russia’s neighbors began to
succeed. In the past five years, the economic growth of many former
Soviet states has outstripped Russia’s own. While Russia became less
democratic, several of its neighbors made important political break-
throughs. All of them began to seek ties with the West that would
bring them out of Moscow’s shadow, and two—Georgia and
Ukraine—have sought to lay claim to membership in the European
Union and nato.

In part because U.S. policy had not really changed over time,
Washington probably underestimated the significance of encouraging
such aspirations. It surely underrated the single-mindedness of Russia’s
opposition. With its own economy reviving, Moscow sought to
block Western pipeline projects and to close oª the West’s military
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access to air bases in Central Asia.
It accused Western nongovern-
mental organizations of trying to
destabilize Russia’s neighbors. And
in April, Putin labeled the further
enlargement of nato “a direct threat
to the security of our country.”

In all this, the United States
and Europe misjudged their ability
to help Russia’s neighbors slip into
the Western orbit without a full-
blown international crisis.Now that
there has been a test of strength,
and Russian strength has prevailed,
many of the tools of Western policy
are severely damaged.Those nato
members that had endorsed even-
tual membership for Georgia or
Ukraine are now divided on the
issue. Those former Soviet states
that had viewed closer cooperation
with nato (even without member-
ship in the alliance) as a critical
lifeline to the outside world now
wonder whether this is still a good
idea. Energy producers in Central
Asia that were considering new
pipelines outside the Russian net-
work may see such projects as too
risky.Western mediation eªorts are
on hold along Russia’s entire periph-
ery; in Georgia, they are dead.

Yet whatever else Putin has ac-
complished in his pummeling of
Georgia, he has failed at the most
important thing. Even as Russian
leaders have begun to speak openly

[25]

The Internship 
Program

The Council on Foreign Relations is seeking 
talented individuals who are considering a career
in international relations. 

Interns are recruited year-round on a semester
basis to work in both the New York City and
Washington, D.C., offices. An intern’s duties
generally consist of administrative work,
editing and writing, and event coordination.

The Council considers both undergraduate and
graduate students with majors in International
Relations, Political Science, Economics, or a
related field for its internship program.

A regional specialization and language skills
may also be required for some positions. In
addition to meeting the intellectual require-
ments, applicants should have excellent skills
in administration, writing, and research, and
a command of word processing, spreadsheet
applications, and the Internet.

To apply for an internship, please send a
résumé and cover letter including the semester,
days, and times available to work to the Internship
Coordinator in the Human Resources Office at
the address listed below. Please refer to the
Council’s Web site for specific opportunities.
The Council is an equal opportunity employer. 

Council on Foreign Relations
Human Resources Office
58 East 68th Street, New York, NY 10065
tel: (212) 434–9400 fax: (212) 434–9893
humanresources@cfr.org   http://www.cfr.org

012-028_missing fonts.qxd  9/17/08  10:48 PM  Page 25

Return to Table of Contents

http://www.cfr.org


about their desire for a sphere of influence, their actions have
made Russia’s acquisition of such a sphere less, not more, acceptable
to the United States and Europe. It is now necessary to consider
whether Russia’s invasion marks the beginning of a concerted
drive by Moscow to restore its influence over other post-Soviet
states. In the past, such a revival might have seemed undesirable
in the West for sentimental reasons. Today, the reasons are more
serious. There can be no doubt that a Russia that dominated an
industrial powerhouse such as Ukraine, an energy storehouse such
as Kazakhstan, and the other pieces of the old Soviet Union as
well would change the national security calculations of virtually
all the world’s leading states.

Because the stakes are high, simple prudence will oblige the next
U.S. administration to move cautiously. Whatever Washington em-
barks on now, it must be able to carry through, and that rules out over-
reaching. To have broader options down the road, U.S. policymakers
must oªer Georgia, in the short term, eªective humanitarian relief;
then, support for economic stabilization and reconstruction; and,
after that, help in restoring the country’s armed forces. As such steps
begin to succeed, the question of Georgia’s membership in nato will
arise again. Georgia deserves a place in the Western alliance, but
nothing will do more harm to Georgia’s security than to raise the issue
before nato is ready with an answer.

Rebuilding Georgia—and rebuilding a policy that gives post-
Soviet states a place in the Western world—must be the first order of
business for the next U.S. administration. There is no other way to
deal seriously with the wreckage created by Russian aggression. But
in making this eªort, the United States and its European allies will
have to wrestle with a seeming paradox: in the past, the United States
was able to do more for Russia’s neighbors when its own relations
with Moscow were good (and the neighbors’ relations with Moscow
were at least civil). For the foreseeable future, U.S.-Russian relations
will not be good, and that will impose a serious burden on U.S. policy.
There is no way to break cleanly out of this box, but to do so at all,
the United States needs to regain the diplomatic initiative. It needs
ideas and proposals that can blunt Russia’s recent strategy while
oªering Moscow a diªerent path to international influence.
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As it happens, the Russians themselves may have put forward
the most readily usable idea of this kind. Before the war against
Georgia, in his most substantive foray into foreign policy to date,
President Medvedev called for a new conference on European security,
explicitly harking back to the diplomacy of the mid-1970s, out of which
the Helsinki Final Act emerged. To be sure, his goals seemed a
little too much like those of the Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev,
who hoped that a conference on “security and cooperation” would
bring Western recognition of the division of Europe. For his part,
Medvedev wants recognition of the Commonwealth of Independent
States, the Collective Security Treaty Organization, and other
arrangements that link Moscow to a number of post-Soviet states.
And like Brezhnev, who lived to see Helsinki become a banner for
opponents of the Soviet regime, Medvedev might discover that
such a forum, whatever its short-term propaganda value, would
give other governments a chance to put Russia’s conduct in the
spotlight and promote principles that would make the realization
of its would-be imperium harder to achieve.

With Georgia still bleeding from defeat, the idea of exploring
proposals whose clear aim is to consolidate Russia’s gains, devalue and
constrain nato, and close oª avenues to the outside world for Russia’s
neighbors may seem untimely, even defeatist. And yet the United
States and its allies should not forget that they have permanent
advantages in diplomatic enterprises of this kind. It is not easy to
imagine a European security conference, now or in the future, in
which Russia would not be isolated by its own behavior. Would anyone
but Russia oppose the principle that all states are free to join alliances
of their own choosing? Which states could Russia count on to object to
a rea⁄rmation of Georgia’s sovereignty and territorial integrity? Who
would support Russia’s idea that having waged war against Georgia,
its own forces should now assume the mantle of peacekeepers? Who
would agree with Putin’s view, expressed openly to Bush, that “Ukraine
isn’t even a state”?

Policymakers in Moscow claim that Russia simply wants to sit at the
high table of global diplomacy, to be a rule maker and norm setter for
the international order.They seem to believe that a European security
conference, even a European security treaty, would strengthen Russia’s

What Has Moscow Done?

foreign affairs . November / December 2008 [27]

012-028_missing fonts.qxd  9/17/08  10:48 PM  Page 27

Return to Table of Contents



sphere of influence. They want to show that when they speak, they
get a hearing. Such aims and expectations may produce only stalemate.
Yet the process would not be a waste of time if it did nothing more
than demonstrate that Russia’s ideas and conduct are at odds with the
opinions of all the other participants. The next U.S. administration
should therefore look carefully at Russia’s proposals, consult with its
friends and allies, hold exploratory conversations, seek clarifications,
bracket ideas it does not like, and so forth. Then it should accept
Medvedev’s idea with pleasure.

conflict of interests
“That’s one of the tragedies of this life—that the men who are
most in need of a beating up are always enormous,” says one of the
characters in the 1942 Preston Sturges film The Palm Beach Story.
The same is true of the new predicament of U.S. foreign policy.
Russia seems to be on an increasingly confrontational course, pow-
ered by a bristlier conception of its interests than at any time since
the end of the Cold War, by domestic political arrangements that
appear to feed on international tension, and by an enhanced ability
to stand its ground. Neither Russia’s power nor Russia’s aims should
be exaggerated. Its new strength has a narrow, even precarious base,
and its new goals may be reconsidered if the cost of pursuing them gets
too high. But in the wake of the war in Georgia, a more disturbing
outcome seems likely to prevail. Russia’s power may actually keep
growing, and carry the country’s ambitions with it.

As the United States’ involvement in Iraq begins to wind down, U.S.
policymakers and U.S. commentators alike have started to wonder
about the array of problems that Washington will have to deal with next.
Will it wrestle with new and deferred di⁄culties against a backdrop of
largely cooperative ties with other major powers, or are such relations
turning more conflictual? If conflict becomes the new norm, how hard
will it be to manage it in ways that serve U.S. interests? Sooner than
expected, Russia has given Americans a feel for the answers.∂
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From Great Game
to Grand Bargain

Ending Chaos in Afghanistan and Pakistan

Barnett R. Rubin and Ahmed Rashid

The Great Game is no fun anymore.The term “Great Game” was
used by nineteenth-century British imperialists to describe the British-
Russian struggle for position on the chessboard of Afghanistan and
Central Asia—a contest with a few players, mostly limited to intelli-
gence forays and short wars fought on horseback with rifles, and with
those living on the chessboard largely bystanders or victims. More than
a century later, the game continues. But now, the number of players
has exploded, those living on the chessboard have become involved,
and the intensity of the violence and the threats it produces aªect the
entire globe. The Great Game can no longer be treated as a sporting
event for distant spectators. It is time to agree on some new rules.

Seven years after the U.S.-led coalition and the Afghan commanders
it supported pushed the leaderships of the Taliban and al Qaeda
out of Afghanistan and into Pakistan, an insurgency that includes
these and other groups is gaining ground on both the Afghan and the

[30]
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Pakistani sides of the border. Four years after Afghanistan’s first-ever
presidential election, the increasingly besieged government of Hamid
Karzai is losing credibility at home and abroad.Al Qaeda has established
a new safe haven in the tribal agencies of Pakistan, where it is defended
by a new organization, the Taliban Movement of Pakistan.The govern-
ment of Pakistan, beset by one political crisis after another and split
between a traditionally autonomous military and assertive but fractious
elected leaders,has been unable to retain control of its own territory and
population. Its intelligence agency stands accused of supporting terror-
ism in Afghanistan, which in many ways has replaced Kashmir as the
main arena of the still-unresolved struggle between Pakistan and India.

For years, critics of U.S. and nato strategies have been warning
that the region was headed in this direction. Many of the policies such
critics have long proposed are now being widely embraced.The Bush
administration and both presidential campaigns are proposing to send
more troops to Afghanistan and to undertake other policies to sustain
the military gains made there.These include accelerating training of the
Afghan National Army and the Afghan National Police; disbursing
more money, more eªectively for reconstruction and development
and to support better governance; increasing pressure on and coopera-
tion with Pakistan, and launching cross-border attacks without Pakistani
agreement to eliminate cross-border safe havens for insurgents and
to uproot al Qaeda; supporting democracy in Pakistan and bringing
its Inter-Services Intelligence (isi) under civilian political control;
and implementing more eªective policies to curb Afghanistan’s drug
industry, which produces opiates equal in export value to half of the
rest of the Afghan economy.

Cross-border attacks into Pakistan may produce an “October surprise”
or provide material for apologists hoping to salvage George W. Bush’s
legacy, but they will not provide security. Advancing reconstruction,
development,good governance, and counternarcotics eªorts and building
eªective police and justice systems in Afghanistan will require many
years of relative peace and security. Neither neglecting these tasks, as
the Bush administration did initially, nor rushing them on a timetable
determined by political objectives, can succeed. Afghanistan requires
far larger and more eªective security forces, international or national,
but support for U.S. and nato deployments is plummeting in troop-

From Great Game to Grand Bargain

foreign affairs . November / December 2008 [31]

030-044.qxd  9/16/08  7:06 PM  Page 31

Return to Table of Contents



contributing countries, in the wider region, and in Afghanistan itself.
Afghanistan, the poorest country in the world but for a handful in
Africa and with the weakest government in the world (except Somalia,
which has no government), will never be able to sustain national security
forces su⁄cient to confront current—let alone escalating—threats, yet
permanent foreign subsidies for Afghanistan’s security forces cannot be
guaranteed and will have destabilizing consequences. Moreover, meas-
ures aimed at Afghanistan will not address the deteriorating situation
in Pakistan or the escalation of international conflicts connected to the
Afghan-Pakistani war. More aid to Pakistan—military or civilian—will
not diminish the perception among Pakistan’s national security elite
that the country is surrounded by enemies determined to dismember it,
especially as cross-border raids into areas long claimed by Afghanistan
intensify that perception. Until that sense of siege is gone, it will be
di⁄cult to strengthen civilian institutions in Pakistan.

U.S. diplomacy has been paralyzed by the rhetoric of “the war on
terror”—a struggle against “evil,” in which other actors are “with us or
with the terrorists.” Such rhetoric thwarts sound strategic thinking by
assimilating opponents into a homogenous “terrorist” enemy. Only a
political and diplomatic initiative that distinguishes political opponents
of the United States—including violent ones—from global terrorists
such as al Qaeda can reduce the threat faced by the Afghan and Pakistani
states and secure the rest of the international community from the inter-
national terrorist groups based there.Such an initiative would have two
elements. It would seek a political solution with as much of the Afghan
and Pakistani insurgencies as possible, oªering political inclusion, the
integration of Pakistan’s indirectly ruled Federally Administered
Tribal Areas (fata) into the mainstream political and administrative
institutions of Pakistan, and an end to hostile action by international
troops in return for cooperation against al Qaeda. And it would include
a major diplomatic and development initiative addressing the vast
array of regional and global issues that have become intertwined with
the crisis—and that serve to stimulate, intensify, and prolong conflict
in both Afghanistan and Pakistan.

Afghanistan has been at war for three decades—a period longer than
the one that started with World War I and ended with the Normandy
landings on D-day in World War II—and now that war is spreading
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to Pakistan and beyond. This war and the attendant terrorism could
well continue and spread, even to other continents—as on 9/11—or
lead to the collapse of a nuclear-armed state. The regional crisis is of
that magnitude, and yet so far there is no international framework
to address it other than the underresourced and poorly coordinated
operations in Afghanistan and some attacks in the fata. The next
U.S. administration should launch an eªort, initially based on a contact
group authorized by the un Security Council, to put an end to the
increasingly destructive dynamics of the Great Game in the region.The
game has become too deadly and has attracted too many players; it
now resembles less a chess match than the Afghan game of buzkashi,
with Afghanistan playing the role of the goat carcass fought over by
innumerable teams. Washington must seize the opportunity now to
replace this Great Game with a new grand bargain for the region.

the security gap
The Afghan and Pakistani security forces lack the numbers, skills,
equipment, and motivation to confront the growing insurgencies in
the two countries or to uproot al Qaeda from its new base in the fata,
along the Afghan-Pakistani border. Proposals for improving the security
situation focus on sending additional international forces, building
larger national security forces in Afghanistan, and training and equip-
ping Pakistan’s security forces, which are organized for conflict with
India, for domestic counterinsurgency. But none of these proposals is
su⁄cient to meet the current, let alone future, threats.

Some additional troops in Afghanistan could protect local popula-
tions while the police and the administration develop.They also might
enable U.S. and nato forces to reduce or eliminate their reliance on the
use of air strikes, which cause civilian casualties that recruit fighters and
supporters to the insurgency. U.S. General Barry McCaªrey, among
others, has therefore supported a “generational commitment” to
Afghanistan, such as the United States made to Germany and South
Korea. Unfortunately, no government in the region around Afghanistan
supports a long-term U.S. or nato presence there. Pakistan sees even
the current deployment as strengthening an India-allied regime in
Kabul; Iran is concerned that the United States will use Afghanistan as
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a base for launching “regime change” in Tehran; and China, India, and
Russia all have reservations about a nato base within their spheres of
influence and believe they must balance the threats from al Qaeda
and the Taliban against those posed by the United States and nato.
Securing Afghanistan and its region will require an international
presence for many years, but only a regional diplomatic initiative that
creates a consensus to place stabilizing Afghanistan ahead of other
objectives could make a long-term international deployment possible.

Afghanistan needs larger and more eªective security forces, but it also
needs to be able to sustain those security forces. A decree signed by
President Karzai in December 2002 would have capped the Afghan
National Army at 70,000 troops (it had reached 66,000 by mid-2008).
U.S. Secretary of Defense Robert Gates has since announced a plan to
increase that number to 122,000, as well as add 82,000 police, for a total
of 204,000 in the Afghan National Security Forces (ansf). Such
increases, however, would require additional international trainers

and mentors—which are, quite simply, not
available in the foreseeable future—and main-
taining such a force would far exceed the means
of such a destitute country. Current estimates
of the annual cost are around $2.5 billion for the
army and $1 billion for the police. Last year,
the Afghan government collected about 7 per-

cent of a licit gdp estimated at $9.6 billion in revenue—about $670 mil-
lion. Thus, even if Afghanistan’s economy experienced uninterrupted
real growth of 9 percent per year, and if revenue extraction nearly
doubled, to 12 percent (both unrealistic forecasts), in ten years the total
domestic revenue of the Afghan government would be about $2.5 billion
a year. Projected pipelines and mines might add $500 million toward
the end of this period. In short, the army and the police alone would
cost significantly more than Afghanistan’s total revenue.

Many have therefore proposed long-term international financing of
the ansf; after all, even $5 billion a year is much less than the cost of an
international force deployment. But sustaining, as opposed to training
or equipping, security forces through foreign grants would pose political
problems. It would be impossible to build Afghan institutions on the
basis of U.S. supplemental appropriations, which is how the training
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and equipping of the ansf are mostly funded. Sustaining a national
army or national police force requires multiyear planning, impossible
without a recurrent appropriation—which would mean integrating
ansf planning into that of the United States’ and other nato members’
budgets, even if the funds were disbursed through a single trust fund.
And an ansf funded from those budgets would have to meet inter-
national or other national, rather than Afghan, legal requirements.
Decisions on funding would be taken by the U.S. Congress and other
foreign bodies, not the Afghan National Assembly. The ansf would
take actions that foreign taxpayers might be reluctant to fund. Such
long-term international involvement is simply not tenable.

If Afghanistan cannot support its security forces at the currently
proposed levels on its own, even under the most optimistic economic
scenario, and long-term international support or a long-term interna-
tional presence is not viable, there is only one way that the ansf can
approach sustainability: the conditions in the region must be changed
so that Afghanistan no longer needs such large and expensive security
forces. Changing those conditions, however, will require changing
the behavior of actors not only inside but also outside of the country—
and that has led many observers to embrace putting pressure on, and
even launching attacks into, Pakistan as another deus ex machina for
the increasingly dire situation within Afghanistan.

borderline insecurity disorder
After the first phase of the war in Afghanistan ended with the
overthrow of the Taliban in 2001 (and as the United States prepared
to invade Iraq),Washington’s limited agenda in the region was to press
the Pakistani military to go after al Qaeda; meanwhile, Washington
largely ignored the broader insurgency, which remained marginal until
2005. This suited the Pakistani military’s strategy, which was to assist
the United States against al Qaeda but to retain the Afghan Taliban
as a potential source of pressure on Afghanistan.But the summer of 2006
saw a major escalation of the insurgency, as Pakistan and the Taliban
interpreted the United States’ decision to transfer command of coalition
forces to nato (plus U.S. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld’s
announcement of a troop drawdown, which in fact never took place) as
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a sign of its intention to withdraw. They also saw non-U.S. troop con-
tributors as more vulnerable to political pressure generated by casualties.

The Pakistani military does not control the insurgency, but it can
aªect its intensity. Putting pressure on Pakistan to curb the militants
will likely remain ineªective, however, without a strategic realignment
by the United States.The region is rife with conspiracy theories trying
to find a rational explanation for the United States’ apparently irrational
strategic posture of supporting a “major non-nato ally” that is doing
more to undermine the U.S. position in Afghanistan than any other
state. Many Afghans believe that Washington secretly supports the
Taliban as a way to keep a war going to justify a troop presence that
is actually aimed at securing the energy resources of Central Asia and
countering China. Many in Pakistan believe that the United States
has deceived Pakistan into conniving with Washington to bring about
its own destruction: India and U.S.-supported Afghanistan will form
a pincer around Pakistan to dismember the world’s only Muslim
nuclear power. And some Iranians speculate that in preparation for
the coming of the Mahdi, God has blinded the Great Satan to its own
interests so that it would eliminate both of Iran’s Sunni-ruled regional
rivals, Afghanistan and Iraq, thus unwittingly paving the way for the
long-awaited Shiite restoration.

The true answer is much simpler: the Bush administration never
reevaluated its strategic priorities in the region after September 11.
Institutional inertia and ideology jointly assured that Pakistan would be
treated as an ally, Iran as an enemy, and Iraq as the main threat, thereby
granting Pakistan a monopoly on U.S. logistics and, to a significant
extent, on the intelligence the United States has on Afghanistan.
Eighty-four percent of the materiel for U.S. forces in Afghanistan goes
through Pakistan, and the isi remains nearly the sole source of intel-
ligence about international terrorist acts prepared by al Qaeda and
its a⁄liates in Pakistan.

More fundamentally, the concept of “pressuring”Pakistan is flawed.
No state can be successfully pressured into acts it considers suicidal.
The Pakistani security establishment believes that it faces both a U.S.-
Indian-Afghan alliance and a separate Iranian-Russian alliance, each
aimed at undermining Pakistani influence in Afghanistan and even
dismembering the Pakistani state.Some (but not all) in the establishment
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see armed militants within Pakistan as a threat—but they largely
consider it one that is ultimately controllable, and in any case secondary
to the threat posed by their nuclear-armed enemies.

Pakistan’s military command, which makes and implements the
country’s national security policies, shares a commitment to a vision
of Pakistan as the homeland for South Asian Muslims and therefore to
the incorporation of Kashmir into Pakistan. It considers Afghanistan
as within Pakistan’s security perimeter. Add to this that Pakistan does
not have border agreements with either India, into which Islamabad
contests the incorporation of Kashmir, or Afghanistan, which has
never explicitly recognized the Durand Line, which separates the two
countries, as an interstate border.

That border is more than a line.The frontier between Pakistan and
Afghanistan was structured as part of the defenses of British India. On
the Pakistani side of the Durand Line, the British and their Pakistani
successors turned the di⁄culty of governing the tribes to their advantage
by establishing what are now the fata. Within the fata, these tribes,
not the government, are responsible for security. The area is kept
underdeveloped and overarmed as a barrier against invaders. (That is
also why any ground intervention there by the United States or nato
will fail.) Now, the Pakistani military has turned the fata into a stag-
ing area for militants who can be used to conduct asymmetric warfare
in both Afghanistan and Kashmir, since the region’s special status
provides for (decreasingly) plausible deniability. This use of the fata
has eroded state control, especially in Pakistan’s Northwest Frontier
Province, which abuts the fata. The Swat Valley, where Pakistani
Taliban fighters have been battling the government for several years,
links Afghanistan and the fata to Kashmir. Pakistan’s strategy for
external security has thus undermined its internal security.

On September 19, 2001, when then Pakistani President Pervez
Musharraf announced to the nation his decision to support the U.S.-
led intervention against the Taliban in Afghanistan, he stated that the
overriding reason was to save Pakistan by preventing the United
States from allying with India. In return, he wanted concessions to
Pakistan on its security interests.

Subsequent events, however, have only exacerbated Pakistan’s
sense of insecurity. Musharraf asked for time to form a “moderate
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Taliban” government in Afghanistan but failed to produce one. When
that failed, he asked that the United States prevent the Northern
Alliance (part of the anti-Taliban resistance in Afghanistan), which
had been supported by India, Iran, and Russia, from occupying Kabul;
that appeal failed. Now, Pakistan claims that the Northern Alliance
is working with India from inside Afghanistan’s security services.
Meanwhile, India has reestablished its consulates in Afghan cities,
including some near the Pakistani border. India has genuine consular
interests there (Hindu and Sikh populations, commercial travel, aid
programs), but it may also in fact be using the consulates against
Pakistan, as Islamabad claims. India has also, in cooperation with Iran,
completed a highway linking Afghanistan’s ring road (which connects
its major cities) to Iranian ports on the Persian Gulf, potentially elim-
inating Afghanistan’s dependence on Pakistan for access to the sea
and marginalizing Pakistan’s new Arabian Sea port of Gwadar, which
was built with hundreds of millions of dollars of Chinese aid. And
the new U.S.-Indian nuclear deal eªectively recognizes New Delhi’s
legitimacy as a nuclear power while continuing to treat Islamabad,
with its record of proliferation, as a pariah. In this context, pressuring
or giving aid to Pakistan, without any eªort to address the sources of
its insecurity, cannot yield a sustainable positive outcome.

big hat, no cattle
Rethinking U.S. and global objectives in the region will require
acknowledging two distinctions: first, between ultimate goals and
reasons to fight a war; and, second, among the time frames for diªerent
objectives. Preventing al Qaeda from regrouping so that it can organize
terrorist attacks is an immediate goal that can justify war, to the extent
that such war is proportionate and eªective. Strengthening the state and
the economy of Afghanistan is a medium- to long-term objective that
cannot justify war except insofar as Afghanistan’s weakness provides
a haven for security threats.

This medium- to long-term objective would require reducing the
level of armed conflict, including by seeking a political settlement with
current insurgents. In discussions about the terms of such a settlement,
leaders linked to both the Taliban and other parts of the insurgency
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have asked, What are the goals for which the United States and the
international community are waging war in Afghanistan? Do they
want to guarantee that Afghanistan’s territory will not be used to attack
them, impose a particular government in Kabul, or use the conflict to
establish permanent military bases? These interlocutors oppose many
U.S. policies toward the Muslim world, but they acknowledge that the
United States and others have a legitimate interest in preventing Afghan
territory from being used to launch attacks against them. They claim
to be willing to support an Afghan government that would guarantee
that its territory would not be used to launch terrorist attacks in the
future—in return, they say, for the withdrawal of foreign troops.

The guarantees these interlocutors now envisage are far from those
required, and Afghanistan will need international forces for security
assistance even if the current war subsides. But such questions can
provide a framework for discussion.To make such discussions credible,
the United States must redefine its counterterrorist goals. It should seek
to separate those Islamist movements with local or national objectives
from those that, like al Qaeda, seek to attack the United States or its
allies directly—instead of lumping them all together. Two Taliban
spokespeople separately told The New York Times that their movement
had broken with al Qaeda since 9/11. (Others linked to the insurgency
have told us the same thing.) Such statements cannot simply be taken
at face value, but that does not mean that they should not be explored
further. An agreement in principle to prohibit the use of Afghan (or
Pakistani) territory for international terrorism, plus an agreement from
the United States and nato that such a guarantee could be su⁄cient
to end their hostile military action, could constitute a framework for
negotiation. Any agreement in which the Taliban or other insurgents
disavowed al Qaeda would constitute a strategic defeat for al Qaeda.

Political negotiations are the responsibility of the Afghan govern-
ment, but to make such negotiations possible, the United States would
have to alter its detention policy. Senior o⁄cials of the Afghan govern-
ment say that at least through 2004 they repeatedly received overtures
from senior Taliban leaders but that they could never guarantee that
these leaders would not be captured by U.S. forces and detained at
Guantánamo Bay or the U.S. air base at Bagram, in Afghanistan.
Talking with Taliban fighters or other insurgents does not mean
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replacing Afghanistan’s constitution with the Taliban’s Islamic Emirate
of Afghanistan, closing girls’ schools, or accepting other retrograde
social policies. Whatever weaknesses the Afghan government and
security forces may have, Afghan society—which has gone through two
Loya Jirgas and two elections, possesses over five million cell phones,
and has access to an explosion of new media—is incomparably stronger
than it was seven years ago, and the Taliban know it. These potential
interlocutors are most concerned with the presence of foreign troops,
and some have advocated strengthening the current ansf as a way to
facilitate those troops’departure. In November 2006,one of the Taliban’s
leading supporters in Pakistan,Maulana Fazlur Rahman,publicly stated
in Peshawar that the Taliban could participate as a party in elections in
Afghanistan, just as his party did in Pakistan (where it recently lost
overwhelmingly), so long as they were not labeled as terrorists.

the end of the game
There is no more a political solution in Afghanistan alone than
there is a military solution in Afghanistan alone. Unless the decision-
makers in Pakistan decide to make stabilizing the Afghan government
a higher priority than countering the Indian threat, the insurgency
conducted from bases in Pakistan will continue. Pakistan’s strategic
goals in Afghanistan place Pakistan at odds not just with Afghanistan
and India, and with U.S. objectives in the region, but with the
entire international community. Yet there is no multilateral frame-
work for confronting this challenge, and the U.S.-Afghan bilateral
framework has relied excessively on the military-supply relation-
ship. Nato, whose troops in Afghanistan are daily losing their lives
to Pakistan-based insurgents, has no Pakistan policy. The un Se-
curity Council has hardly discussed Pakistan’s role in Afghanistan,
even though three of the permanent members (France, the United
Kingdom, and the United States) have troops in Afghanistan, the
other two are threatened by movements (in the North Caucasus
and in Xinjiang) with links to the fata, and China, Pakistan’s largest
investor, is poised to become the largest investor in Afghanistan
as well, with a $3.5 billion stake in the Aynak copper mine, south
of Kabul.

Barnett R. Rubin and Ahmed Rashid
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The alternative is not to place Pakistan in a revised “axis of evil.” It
is to pursue a high-level diplomatic initiative designed to build a genuine
consensus on the goal of achieving Afghan stability by addressing
the legitimate sources of Pakistan’s insecurity while increasing the
opposition to its disruptive actions. China, both an ally of Pakistan
and potentially the largest investor in both Afghanistan and Pak-
istan, could play a particularly significant role, as could Saudi Arabia,
a serious investor in and ally of Pakistan, former supporter of the
Taliban, and custodian of the two holiest Islamic shrines.

A first step could be the establishment of a contact group on the
region authorized by the un Security Council. This contact group,
including the five permanent members and perhaps others (nato,
Saudi Arabia), could promote dialogue between India and Pakistan
about their respective interests in Afghanistan and about finding a
solution to the Kashmir dispute; seek a
long-term political vision for the future of
the fata from the Pakistani government,
perhaps one involving integrating the fata
into Pakistan’s provinces, as proposed by
several Pakistani political parties; move
Afghanistan and Pakistan toward discussions
on the Durand Line and other frontier issues;
involve Moscow in the region’s stabilization
so that Afghanistan does not become a test of wills between the
United States and Russia, as Georgia has become; provide guarantees
to Tehran that the U.S.-nato commitment to Afghanistan is not a
threat to Iran; and ensure that China’s interests and role are brought
to bear in international discussions on Afghanistan. Such a dialogue
would have to be backed by the pledge of a multiyear international
development aid package for regional economic integration, including
aid to the most aªected regions in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Central
Asia, particularly the border regions. (At present, the United States
is proposing to provide $750 million in aid to the fata but without
having any political framework to deliver the aid.)

A central purpose of the contact group would be to assure Pakistan
that the international community is committed to its territorial integrity—
and to help resolve the Afghan and Kashmir border issues so as to better
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define Pakistan’s territory. The international community would have
to provide transparent reassurances and aid to Pakistan, pledge that no
state is interested in its dismemberment, and guarantee open borders
between Pakistan and both Afghanistan and India.The United States
and the European Union would have to open up their markets to
Pakistan’s critical exports, especially textiles, and to Afghan products.
And the United States would need to oªer a road map to Pakistan to
achieving the same kind of nuclear deal that was reached with India,
once Pakistan has transparent and internationally monitored guaran-
tees about the nonproliferation of its nuclear weapons technology.

Reassurances by the contact group that addressed Pakistan’s security
concerns might encourage Pakistan to promote, rather than hinder,
an internationally and nationally acceptable political settlement in
Afghanistan. Backing up the contact group’s influence and clout must
be the threat that any breaking of agreements or support for terrorism
originating in the fata would be taken to the un Security Council.
Pakistan, the largest troop contributor to un peacekeeping operations,
sees itself as a legitimate international power, rather than a spoiler;
confronted with the potential loss of that status, it would compromise.

India would also need to become more transparent about its activ-
ities in Afghanistan, especially regarding the role of its intelligence
agency, the Research and Analysis Wing. Perhaps the isi and the raw
could be persuaded to enter a dialogue to explore whether the covert
war they have waged against each other for the past 60 years could spare
the territory of Afghanistan. The contact group could help establish
a permanent Indian-Pakistani body at the intelligence and military
levels, where complaints could be lodged and discussed. The World
Bank and the Asian Development Bank could also help set up joint
reconstruction programs in Afghanistan. A series of regional confer-
ences on economic cooperation for the reconstruction of Afghanistan
have already created a partial framework for such programs.

Then there is Iran. The Bush administration responded to Iranian
cooperation in Afghanistan in 2001 by placing Tehran in the “axis of
evil” and by promising to keep “all options on the table,” which is
understood as a code for not ruling out a military attack. Iran has
reacted in part by aiding insurgents in Afghanistan to signal how
much damage it could do in response. Some Iranian o⁄cials, however,
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continue to seek cooperation with the United States against al Qaeda
and the Taliban. The next U.S. administration can and should open
direct dialogue with Tehran around the two countries’ common con-
cerns in Afghanistan. An opening to Iran would show that the United
States need not depend solely on Pakistan for access to Afghanistan.
And in fact, Washington and Tehran had such a dialogue until around
2004. In May 2005, when the United States and Afghanistan signed
a “declaration of strategic partnership,” Iran signaled that it would not
object as long as the partnership was not directed against Iran.
Iran would have to be reassured by the contact group that Afghan ter-
ritory would not be used as a staging area for activities meant to under-
mine Iran and that all U.S. covert activities taking place from there
would be stopped.

Russia’s main concern—that the United States and nato are seeking
a permanent U.S.-nato military presence in Afghanistan and Central
Asia—will also need to be assuaged. Russia should be assured that
U.S. and nato forces can help defend, rather than threaten, legitimate
Russian interests in Central Asia, including through cooperation
with the Shanghai Cooperation Organization. Russia and the Central
Asian states should be informed of the results of legitimate interro-
gations of militants who came from the former Soviet space and were
captured in Afghanistan or Pakistan.

To overcome the zero-sum competition taking place between states,
ethnic groups, and factions, the region needs to discover a source of
mutual benefit derived from cooperation.China—with its development
of mineral resources and access roads in Afghanistan and Pakistan,
the financial support it gave to build the port of Gwadar, and its
expansion of the Karakoram Highway, which links China to northern
Pakistan—may be that source.China is also a major supplier of arms and
nuclear equipment to Pakistan. China has a major interest in peace
and development in the region because it desires a north-south
energy and trade corridor so that its goods can travel from Xinjiang
to the Arabian Sea ports of Pakistan and so that oil and gas pipelines
can carry energy from the Persian Gulf and Iran to western China.
In return for such a corridor, China could help deliver much-needed
electricity and even water to both countries.Such a corridor would also
help revive the economies of both Afghanistan and Pakistan.
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more than troops
Both U.S. presidential candidates are committed to sending
more troops to Afghanistan, but this would be insu⁄cient to re-
verse the collapse of security there. A major diplomatic initiative
involving all the regional stakeholders in problem-solving talks
and setting out road maps for local stabilization eªorts is more
important. Such an initiative would serve to rea⁄rm that the West
is indeed committed to the long-term rehabilitation of Afghanistan
and the region. A contact group, meanwhile, would reassure Afghan-
istan’s neighbors that the West is determined to address not just
extremism in the region but also economic development, job creation,
the drug trade, and border disputes.

Lowering the level of violence in the region and moving the global
community toward genuine agreement on the long-term goals there
would provide the space for Afghan leaders to create jobs and markets,
provide better governance, do more to curb corruption and drug
tra⁄cking, and overcome their countries’ widening ethnic divisions.
Lowering regional tensions would allow the Afghan government to
have a more meaningful dialogue with those insurgents who are willing
to disavow al Qaeda and take part in the political process. The key to
this would be the series of security measures the contact group should
oªer Pakistan, thereby encouraging the Pakistani army to press—or
at least allow—Taliban and other insurgent leaders on their soil to talk
to Kabul.

The goal of the next U.S. president must be to put aside the past,
Washington’s keenness for “victory” as the solution to all problems,
and the United States’ reluctance to involve competitors, opponents, or
enemies in diplomacy. A successful initiative will require exploratory
talks and an evolving road map. Today, such suggestions may seem
audacious, naive, or impossible, but without such audacity there is little
hope for Afghanistan, for Pakistan, or for the region as a whole.∂
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Sponsored Section 1

As the gateway to the South American 
continent, Colombia’s ideal location 
puts it at a geographical advantage to 
be a central force in global trade. How-

ever, in order to achieve this status it needs to 
first overcome its Achilles heel: being the world’s 
leading exporter of cocaine. Clamping down on 
the activities of drug cartels has been the coun-
try’s prime concern in establishing security and 
stability. On the other hand, Colombia’s reca-
libration from a highly regulated to a free mar-
ket economy has been underway for more than 
fifteen years now, and the liberalization efforts 
are starting to pay off. President Álvaro Uribe’s 
administration has sought to maintain prudent 
fiscal policies while pursuing tough economic re-
forms. By utilizing its wealth in petroleum, coal, 
natural gas, mining, manufacturing, industry, and 
agriculture, Colombia is building a great future 
for itself, largely in cooperation with neighboring 
nations as well as foreign investors. 

“I think that Colombia has the possibility of 
becoming the Russia, in the good sense, of Lat-
in America,” observes Vice President Francisco 
Santos, “the great supplier of energy for Latin 
America due to its geographical situation and its 
conditions in respect to its resources.” Colombia’s 
economic development is, however, closely tied 
to social development. Providing peasants who 
plant coca leaf with alternative crops and eco-
nomic aid to bring about development are some 
of the aspects of the government’s $7.5 billion 
“Plan Colombia,” initiated by the previous (Pas-
trana) administration and backed financially by 
the United States. Minister of Foreign Affairs 
Fernando Araujo wants people in Colombia to 
“be able to live under dignified and satisfactory 
standards in a country full of growth opportu-
nities.” International cooperation is therefore 
tantamount. “We seek to have the best relations 

possible with everyone and include new, positive 
issues in our agenda.”

But a visit to Colombia by U.S. Senator John 
McCain earlier this year highlighted two important 
aspects. The first being that Colombia may well be-
come the last remaining foothold of strong U.S. 
political relations on the South American conti-
nent. The Republican presidential candidate aims 
to continue the Bush administration’s support 
for a free trade agreement (FTA) with Colombia, 
building on major commercial and investment 
ties. However, the first point delineates the fra-
gility of these relations should Democratic presi-
dential candidate Barack Obama win the vote in 
November. The Illinois senator’s camp prefers to 
have possible human rights violations against Co-
lombian trade union members cleared up before 
even considering an FTA ratification. Vice President 
Santos says, however, that the only reason why the 
U.S. Congress has not yet signed the FTA’s ratifica-
tion is because of local political issues. “When con-
gressmen visit Colombia, where there is an equal 
rate of union membership to that in the U.S., their 
perception changes. Unfortunately, all the argu-
ments North Americans have searched for are only 
a smoke screen used in this political debate. The 
most important aspect is that we have many for-
eign investors willing to invest if there is in fact an 
agreement.” Foreign investment in Colombia to-
taled a record $7.5 billion dollars, primarily in the 
manufacturing, mining, and energy sectors. 

In the meantime, the Colombian government’s 
fight against terrorism achieved an outstanding 
victory in July, when state troops freed fifteen 
hostages, including three American military con-
tractors and former presidential candidate Ingrid 
Betancourt, held captive by FARC rebels for over 
six years. It constitutes yet another boost for Co-
lombia, and President Álvaro Uribe is intent on en-
suring that this confidence endures.  

COLOMBIA
Enduring Confidence
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Sponsored Section2

That Texans have a taste for adventure is a well-
known fact. So it was that in 1997, following a Houston 
presentation by the Colombian government, a group 
of private associates ventured into the Colombian 
plains. This was not, however, an Indiana Jones–style 
archeological expedition, but rather an inspired enterprise 
into the attractive opportunities offered in the petroleum 
industry. This company of American friends, led by main 
partners Dan Allen Hughes and John T. Saunders, came 
to be known as Hupecol. Their exploratory merit was 
rewarded by various contracts with Ecopetrol, Colombia’s 
main petroleum company. The great discovery, however, 
came in 2003, when Hupecol discovered the Peguita field 
in the Caracara block.

“Last year we reached the 25,000-barrels-per-day 
peak,” says Marcela Vaca, Hupecol’s general manager. “With 
a very high success index in our perforation, we still have 
the lowest operation costs in the market, as well as being 
the most aggressive company in terms of exploration in 
Colombia.” With the success of Caracara, Hupecol began 
to access new areas, signing six contracts with the Agencia 
Nacional de Hidrocarburos (ANH) and expanding the 
company’s niche region of Llanos Orientales. “Almost all of 
our projects have struck oil,” confirms Vaca.

In 2006, the company underwent a rearrangement 
into four divisions, becoming the Hupecol Group. The 
Ecopetrol contracts of Caracara and Tambaqui remained 
in one company while the ANH contracts were brought 
together in two additional companies, and one division 
took up the operation and technical support of all 
Hupecol’s branches. “Last year we became the country’s 
fifth net producer, and we are exploring the possibility 
to enter areas like Peru.” Marcela Vaca says the fact 
that Hupecol is not a multinational, but rather a small 
independent American company that has settled in 
Colombia, allows it to be much more flexible. “We have 
a very agile decision-making system. The main branch 
coordinates and then locally we deal with recruitment, 
bidding systems, general execution, permitting, etc.”

With government support and investments in 
transportation infrastructure, Hupecol looks ahead to 
reinvesting in exploration, hoping to discover a grand 
field. Having exclusively sold crude locally, Hupecol is also 
open to exporting to the United States someday, which 
Vaca says depends on the terms. “Latin America is the 
best ally that U.S.A. has, a necessary entrance for business. 
What we have in Colombia and our neighbors today is 
amazing.”

Hupecol: Drilling the Colombian Beat

In the early 1980s Colombia, following impor-
tant petroleum discoveries, became a net oil 
exporter and thereby started its ascent in the 
ranks of energy resource providers on the South 

American continent. However, not wanting to keep 
all its eggs in one basket, the government opened 
up the sector to the foreign market, in contrast to 
neighboring countries’ policies at the time. “In 1999, 
the government started to introduce changes in 
order to achieve the country’s competitiveness in 
attracting investment,” says Alejandro Martinez of 
Asociación Colombiana del Petróleo (ACP), the asso-
ciation of Colombia’s private petroleum exploration, 
production, and transportation companies. Thus, 
in 2004, the state oil company Ecopetrol was split 
into a corporation and the National Hydrocarbons 
Agency (ANH), which exclusively manages the as-
signment of exploration and exploitation areas to 
foreign companies. These reforms signaled a shift to 
transparency and opportunity that was highly ben-
eficial for the sector’s development.

Minister of Energy and Mines Hernan Martinez 
says there are currently around 200 active contracts 
with companies, either in partnership with Eco-
petrol or on their own, and that the diversification 
scope is rapidly opening up natural gas production 
and mining opportunities. “We are exporting around 
200,000 barrels of petroleum per day and all of this 
goes to the United States. We are only just begin-
ning to wake up in the mining industry due to se-
curity problems in different areas; it has been the 
‘Cinderella’ of our ministry’s activities. Colombia is 
rich in energy, with oil, gas, coal, hydroelectricity, 
and the potential for wind, geotechnical, and so-
lar energy. We can also have a sustainable biofuel 
development, since the jungle or food production 
areas would not be touched.”  Fredy Castano, of the 
petroleum services guild Campetrol, concludes that 
the government’s policies have greatly helped cre-
ate a positive image for the country. “We hope the 
good work being carried out is consistent so that 
the investor can continue to feel confident.”  

Engaging the Energy Potential
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Sponsored Section 3

Boosted by high oil prices, an array of na-
tional and international corporations 
present in Colombia today produce over 
500,000 barrels per day, and exploratory 

drilling wells have increased from eleven per year 
over five years to over eighty this year alone. This 
is in no small terms due to the efforts of pioneer-
ing private companies that were willing to take on 
the exploration risk in Colombia’s largely unexplored 
off- and onshore blocks. One such example is the 
Toronto Stock Exchange–listed Petrominerales Ltd. 
Having entered the Colombian market in 1996, it 
has amassed 1.5 million acres of exploration lands 
in two of the country’s most prolific basins, and in 
2003 began production in two development fields 
with high-impact growth potential. 

Incorporating advanced Canadian technology, 
Petrominerales was one of the first companies in 
Colombia to extensively employ 3-D seismic pros-
pecting as an exploration tool. Country Manager 
Jack Scott says the progressive royalty/tax system 
and fiscal regime put in place by the government 
gave Petrominerales the opportunity to grow in 
tandem with the country’s booming oil sector. “We 
actually went from a tiny little company to becom-
ing one of the largest land owners and exploration 
players in Colombia today. We have a big explora-
tion thrust and we were very fortunate to obtain 
three exploration blocks in the heart of the heavy 
Llanos basin oil belts.” 

John Wright, CEO of the company’s major stake-
holder Petrobank Energy and Resources Ltd, admits 
that the potential of greater fields coupled with 
the clear and open climate fostered by the Uribe 
administration makes it hard to get excited about 
prospecting elsewhere in the region. “We see a blos-
soming of Colombian-based exploration companies 

with the investment community, especially on the 
Toronto Stock Exchange. At times more capital was 
raised for the oil and gas industry in Colombia than 
for the same sector in Alberta. Investors are very 
comfortable with putting money into Colombia.” 
Despite the growing number of leftist regimes in the 
Latin American political scene, Wright does not be-
lieve future elections will alter the course Colombia 
has taken. “The Colombian population is very edu-
cated and well versed and they are not going to be 
tricked by some demagogue saying the world would 
be a better place.” 

Petrominerales also has a strong commitment 
to corporate and social responsibility, creating 
education opportunities and funding the Vichituni 
Foundation to add long-term value for local com-
munities. For Jack Scott, this includes applying its 
cutting-edge technologies to also benefit people 
and the environment. “We will continue to push the 
engines and envelope and make the industry better 
and more efficient.”  
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Sponsored Section4

Where peace is recovered, victory can be 
reclaimed in the war on poverty. Fol-
lowing recent successes against the 
FARC rebels and narco-terrorists, rural 

areas were once more rendered stable for legitimate 
agricultural cultivation. “We lost about 20 percent 
of our agricultural income during the 1990s and the 
first years of this decade,” explains Minister of Agri-
culture and Rural Development Andrés Felipe Arias. 
“Rural poverty went up to 80 percent. But now the 

one million hectares that were lost will finally be 
recovered in a year. We are continually expanding 
potential sectors such as palm oil for biofuels, co-
coa, fruits, poultry, beef, and dairy, and have brought 
rural unemployment down to 7 percent.”

Coffee plays a particularly important part in 
this revival. Colombia is the world’s third-largest 
coffee grower, contributing almost 10 percent of 
global production annually. Small, independent 
farmers’ interests are safeguarded by the National 

Federation of Coffee 
Growers of Colombia, 
a nonprofit cooperative 
with over 500,000 fam-
ilies as members. It has 
successfully managed 
to stabilize the market 
by buying reserves in 
times of price drops, 
maintaining the high-
est quality standards, 
and undertaking inter-
national branding and 
promotional programs. 
The federation’s CEO, 
Gabriel Silva, says that 
with almost 15 percent 
of the population de-
pending on coffee, the 
sector has great so-
cioeconomic and even 
political impact. “This is 
a different culture, an 
agriculture comprised 
of people. If coffee is 
doing well, so is agricul-
ture, and there is social 
peace in Colombia. For-
tunately this has been 
improving considerably 
in the last six years.” It 
seems that for farmers, 
and drinkers of Colom-
bian coffee worldwide, 
the flavor of life is only 
getting better.  

An Agriculture of People
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The Latter-Day Sultan

Power and Politics in Iran

Akbar Ganji

As the Iranian parliamentary elections of March 2008 approached,
many Iranians wondered nostalgically: If a reformist had won the 2005
presidential election instead of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, would Iran
be in its current dismal state? For Abdollah Ramezanzadeh, a former
government spokesperson, Iran’s situation is “worse today that it has
ever been over the past 50 years.” And for many Iranian opposition
leaders, as well as much of the Western media and political class,
Ahmadinejad is the main culprit of Iran’s ills today: censorship, corrup-
tion, a failing economy, the prospect of a U.S attack.

But this analysis is incorrect, if only because it exaggerates Ahmadi-
nejad’s importance and leaves out of the picture the country’s single
most powerful figure: Ali Khamenei, the supreme leader. The Iranian
constitution endows the supreme leader with tremendous authority
over all major state institutions, and Khamenei, who has held the post
since 1989, has found many other ways to further increase his influence.
Formally or not, the executive, legislative, and judicial branches of
government all operate under the absolute sovereignty of the supreme
leader;Khamenei is the head of state, the commander in chief,and the top
ideologue. He also reaches into economic, religious, and cultural aªairs
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through various government councils and organs of repression, such
as the Revolutionary Guards, whose commander he himself appoints.

Of all of Iran’s leaders since the country became the Islamic Republic
in 1979, only Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, the revolution’s leader;
Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, Iran’s president for much of the 1990s;
and Khamenei have had defining influences. Despite all the attention he
receives, Ahmadinejad does not even rank among Iran’s top 100 leaders
over the past 30 years. Khamenei supports Ahmadinejad immeasurably
more than he did any of Ahmadinejad’s predecessors, but Ahmadinejad
is only as powerful as he is devoted to Khamenei and successful at
advancing his aims. Khamenei’s power is so great, in fact, that in 2004
the reformist Muhammad Khatami declared that the post of president,
which he held at the time, had been reduced to a factotum. Blaming
the country’s main problems on Ahmadinejad not only overstates his
influence; it inaccurately suggests that Iran’s problems will go away when
he does. More likely, especially regarding matters such as Iran’s foreign
policy, the situation will remain much the same as long as the structure
of power that supports the supreme leader remains unchanged.

six of one, half a dozen of the other
To be sure, there are diªerences between the presidencies of Khamenei
himself (1981–89), Rafsanjani (1989–97), Khatami (1997–2005), and
Ahmadinejad (2005–).The tenure of Khatami was superior in many
ways; he at least tried to usher in significant political liberalization.
And yet, as ill advised as Ahmadinejad’s leadership has been in
some respects, it has not been as great a departure from the past as
it might seem. And although on some issues Iran has fared worse
under Ahmadinejad, in other respects things have accidentally gotten
somewhat better.

Judging by the freedom of Iran’s elections, there has been little
progress. Whether they are for the post of president, the unicameral
parliament (known as the Majlis), or local councils, elections in Iran
are rigged pseudoelections. Candidates must pledge in writing that
they are committed, in theory and in practice, to the Iranian constitution,
Islam, the absolute sovereignty of the supreme leader, and the late
Khomeini. Many left-wing members of parliament were banned from
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running for reelection in the 1992 contest,when Rafsanjani was president.
In the Majlis elections of February 2004, under President Khatami,
about 190 of parliament’s 290 seats were earmarked in advance for
specific conservative candidates and about 43 percent of the registered
candidates (3,500 of 8,172) were disqualified—this was “a parliamentary
coup,” according to Mostafa Tajzadeh, a reformist and the deputy inte-
rior minister at the time. The presidential election that Ahmadinejad
won, in 2005,was so rigged that several top o⁄cials resigned in protest.
Matters have not improved much since. In the Majlis elections earlier
this year, 158 seats were earmarked (leaving only 132 spots open for
contest) and about 26 percent of the registered candidates (2,000 of
7,597) were disqualified.The reformist group Mujahideen of the Islamic
Revolution Organization decried these “made-to-order” elections as
an attempt by the leadership to fashion an obedient Majlis.

In other areas, the situation has improved modestly.The first decade
after the revolution was the Islamic Republic’s worst in terms of violent
repression. Political prisoners were systematically tortured; in the sum-
mer of 1988, several thousand were executed on Khomeini’s orders—and
on Khamenei’s watch as president. Under Rafsanjani, the Intelligence
and Security Ministry routinely assassinated opposition figures in
Iran and abroad, and the torture of political prisoners continued
unabated. Soon after Khatami was elected, the Intelligence and Security
Ministry killed a number of dissidents, and although the human rights
situation improved because of greater press freedom and increased
discussion of human rights abuses, those of us who wrote about these
continuing injustices were thrown in jail. Detention conditions remain
deplorable today—over the past year alone, a young female doctor
and a Kurdish student have died in custody—but they have generally
improved compared to the 1980s. This progress has had little to do
with Ahmadinejad, however. If instances of political repression have
decreased over the past three decades, it is largely because notions of
democracy and human rights have taken root among the Iranian people
and thus it has become much more di⁄cult for the government to
commit crimes.

Similarly, criticism of the supreme leader is more frequent. Journalists
such as Ahmad Zeydabadi and Issa Saharkhiz, the Association for
Press Freedom in Iran, the theologian Ahmad Qabel (who argues that
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religion recommends but does not mandate that women cover their
heads), and various reformist political groups have written open letters
and essays condemning Khamenei. Enforcement of the state’s long-
standing project for “promoting societal security”—a euphemism for
social repression, especially through the enforcement of an o⁄cial
dress code—has not been as strict under Ahmadinejad as it was
previously. In fact, younger Iranians have adopted lifestyles that are
totally unacceptable to the regime.

Ahmadinejad’s populist rhetoric has also had the unexpected
eªect of allowing greater scrutiny of his policies. By using plain
language to criticize his political opponents,Ahmadinejad has prompted
them to speak in plainer and more forceful terms, too. Early this year,
when Ahmadinejad dismissed reformist politicians as being “ill
qualified” to run in the upcoming parliamentary elections, Mohsen
Armin, a prominent reformist, shot back: “If ill-qualified people are
being advised to desist from registering as candidates so that they
don’t inflict a cost on the country, Ahmadinejad is undoubtedly the
first person who should be banned from standing in elections.” Pointing
to “inflation growing by the day and the people suªering hardship in
various ways,” Tajzadeh, the former deputy interior minister, has
charged Ahmadinejad with being “incompetent on executive and
economic aªairs.” Sayyid Mohammad Sadr, deputy foreign minister
in Khatami’s government, has written that the defining features of
Ahmadinejad’s foreign policy are “his inexpert and delusory outlook,”
“a sense of self-adoration,” and “profound ignorance.” Sadr continues:
“He doesn’t know that he doesn’t know, so he doesn’t ask anyone. . . .
Ahmadinejad needs to travel a bit.” Such attacks had no parallel during
Khatami’s presidency. Khatami and his fellow reformists were often
accused of being irreligious and anti-Islamic. Ahmadinejad is charged
with subscribing to “superstitious religiosity,” magic, and the occult.
Some people have even called him crazy.

Of course, press censorship continues. At the end of 2007, the
Supreme National Security Council (snsc), which formulates Iran’s
security policies, instructed the press on what it could publish about
U.S.-Iranian relations, Iraq, and the parliamentary and presidential
elections and banned the dissemination of dissenting views on Iran’s
nuclear program,minority unrest near Iran’s borders with Afghanistan or
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Iraq, and the rationing of petrol.But such censorship also took place dur-
ing the terms of Rafsanjani and Khatami. For example, Khatami once
prohibited the deputies of the sixth Majlis (2000–2004) from reading
a letter criticizing Khamenei’s position on the nuclear question at an
open session of parliament and the newspapers from publishing it.

Ahmadinejad deserves little credit for whatever progress Iran may
have witnessed under his presidency, but nor does he deserve to be
singled out as considerably worse than his predecessors or his peers.
And yet antagonism toward him has so blinded observers that when
other conservatives step down or are set aside, they instantly are
viewed as better fellows than he. Ali Larijani was missed as soon as he
resigned as chief negotiator on nuclear issues, in late 2007, even though
during the decade that he headed the state broadcasting organization,
he repeatedly broadcast television programs that sought to tarnish the
reputation of dissidents and reformists through half-truths, fabrications,
and outright lies. Similarly, when Yahya Rahim Safavi was replaced
as the commander of the Revolutionary Guards, reformists started
muttering that his successor was a very dangerous man.Apparently, they
had forgotten that Safavi once said that his job consisted of pouring
water into their “snake holes.”

sultan khamenei
If any single person is to blame for Iran’s state today it is Khamenei,
who over the course of two decades as supreme leader has secured a
complete stranglehold on power in Iran. “Where domination is pri-
marily traditional, even though it is exercised by virtue of the ruler’s
personal autonomy, it will be called patrimonial authority,” Max Weber
wrote in Economy and Society in 1922; “where it indeed operates primarily
on the basis of discretion, it will be called sultanism.” Sultanism is
both traditional and arbitrary, according to Weber, and it expresses itself
largely through recourse to military force and through an administrative
system that is an extension of the ruler’s household and court. Sultans
sometimes hold elections in order to prove their legitimacy, but they
never lose any power in them. According to Weber, sultans promote
or demote o⁄cials at will, they rob state bodies of their independence
of action and infiltrate them with their proxies, and they marshal state
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economic resources to fund an extensive apparatus of repression.Weber
might have been describing Khamenei.

Iran today is indeed a neosultanate, not a totalitarian state, nor even
a fascist one. Such regimes create single-voiced societies, and many
diªerent voices can be heard in Iran today. Contemporary Iran is still
o⁄cially an Islamic theocracy, but no single ideology dominates the
country. In the totalitarian Soviet state, there was nothing but Marx-

ism and the o⁄cial Bolshevik version of it
at that. In Iran, liberalism, socialism, and
feminism have all been tagged as alternatives to
the ruling ideology, and many Iranians openly
identify with these currents. Iran has no single
all-embracing party in charge of organizing
society. It has dozens of parties—such as the
pro-reform Mosharekat (Participation) Party

and the pragmatic conservative Kargozaran-e Sazandegi (Executives of
Construction) Party—and although they are not as free or autonomous
as parties in democratic countries, they represent views that deviate
from the government’s.To some extent, too, Khamenei has to address
their concerns. Facing an uproar over the continued killings of political
dissidents in 1998, for instance, Khamenei was forced to address the
public—and from a Friday prayer pulpit in Tehran—to blame the mur-
ders on rogue elements within the Intelligence and Security Ministry.

Nor does Islam run Iran. The ruling religious fundamentalists lack
a unified vision, and fundamentalist, traditionalist, and modernist
versions of Islam compete for attention among Iranians. Since the 1979
revolution, religion has served the Iranian state, not the other way
around. Khomeini held a resolutely sultanistic view of Islam. “The
state . . . takes precedence over all the precepts of sharia,” he wrote
in 1988. “The ruler can destroy a mosque or a house if it impedes the
construction of a road. . . . The state can temporarily prevent the hajj
[the pilgrimage to Mecca and Medina, an important religious duty]
when it considers it to be contrary to the interests of the Islamic state.”
Although there are, of course, both fascists and fascistic readings of Islam
in Iran, these do not make Iran a fascist state. Whatever the intentions
and aims of the country’s ruling fundamentalists, it is the social facts
on the ground that determine what kind of regime Iran really has.
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One of these facts is that Article 57 of the Iranian constitution grants
the supreme leader absolute power. It states that the “powers of govern-
ment in the Islamic Republic are vested in the legislature, the judiciary,
and the executive powers, functioning under the supervision of the
absolute religious leader.” Moreover, the Council of Guardians,
the constitution’s o⁄cial interpreter, has ruled that this clause defines
only the supreme leader’s minimum prerogatives. Khamenei has used
his broad mandate to exercise control not only over all three branches
of government but also over economic, religious, and cultural aªairs,
sometimes directly and sometimes through various councils or through
the Revolutionary Guards.Such absolute sovereignty allows the supreme
leader to arbitrarily intervene in the lives of his citizens.The fact that
such broad power is granted by the constitution does not make its
application any less discretionary.

imbalance of power
A major lever of power is the supreme leader’s ability to appoint
and dismiss senior government o⁄cials. President Rafsanjani allowed
Khamenei to choose his culture minister, interior minister, intelligence
minister, higher-education minister, and foreign minister. (Khamenei
has always been particularly interested in those ministries as well as
in foreign aªairs.) From the time of his appointment in 1989,Khamenei
has limited his appointees’ terms and regularly dislodged the occupants
of sensitive military and police posts. It matters little that Khamenei
is not likely to sack Ahmadinejad; the point is that he can.

Khamenei also exercises significant control over the Majlis.O⁄cially,
the Interior Ministry oversees elections, but in reality that is the work
of the Council of Guardians, half of whose members are appointed
by the supreme leader. In addition to ensuring that pending legislation
conforms to the constitution, the 12 clerics and jurists who sit on
the council vet all candidates for the presidency, the Majlis, and the
Assembly of Experts (a clerical body that, in turn, elects and supervises
the supreme leader). In 1992, after Khamenei said that the Muslim
Student Followers of the Imam’s Line, a left-wing Islamic faction
that was behind the seizure of the U.S. embassy in Tehran in 1979,
were “seditionists,” the Council of Guardians prevented 41 third-term
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Majlis deputies from that faction from running for reelection. In all,
according to Behzad Nabavi, a founder of the reformist Mujahideen
of the Islamic Revolution Organization, more than 3,500 people were
eventually disqualified from running in the 1992 parliamentary elections,
including more than 80 Majlis incumbents. Khamenei frequently
criticized the pro-reform sixth Majlis for being “pro-American” and
“radical” and for having a “general voice” that was “contrary to many of
the regime’s interests,” and he openly praised the conservative seventh
Majlis (2004–8). Months ahead of the March 2008 parliamentary
elections, he ordered the disqualification of deputies who had taken
part in a sit-in before the 2004 elections. The Council of Guardians
also has the authority to veto any law approved by the parliamentarians
(the president has no such power).For example, it did not even allow the
distrusted sixth Majlis to reduce the state broadcasting organization’s
budget. Abolghassem Khazali, a former member of the Council of
Guardians, has declared that if just four members of the council oppose
what 60 million Iranians approve, “that is the end of the matter.”

More broadly, Khamenei exercises control over all of Iran’s elected
institutions by virtue of a constitutional provision (Article 110) that
empowers him to set the state’s general policies. Khamenei draws up
countless military, economic, judicial, social, cultural, and educational
policies and conveys them to state bodies for implementation via the
Expediency Council. (This council, whose members are appointed
by the supreme leader, is tasked with resolving policy disputes between
the Majlis and the Council of Guardians.) In other words, even if the
reformists could gain control of the elected bodies, any independent
policies they tried to implement would be countered in the name of
upholding the state’s general policies. For example, when Khamenei
found fault with the Majlis’ budget bill for 2008–9, both he and Raf-
sanjani, now chair of the Expediency Council, asked the Council of
Guardians to alert the Majlis of these flaws. Soon afterward, the Majlis
amended the bill, appending proposals from the Expediency Council
to it. And this was a conservative-held Majlis; a reformist-controlled
parliament would obviously have fared much worse.

The judiciary, too, falls under Khamenei’s sphere of influence, and
he has long used it as a tool of repression. The Islamic Revolutionary
Court, which has wide discretion to try sedition cases, is subject to the
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supreme leader’s whims. Saeed Mortazavi, the judge who presided
over the crackdown on the reform movement during the Khatami
presidency and now the senior prosecutor in Tehran, has been issuing
detention orders for civil-society activists and sending hundreds of them
to jail. The intelligence minister, Gholam-Hossein Mohseni Ejeie,
has for years been ordering the detention and jailing of opposition
figures via the Special Court for the Clergy and the Disciplinary
Court for Government Employees, both of which are controlled by
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the o⁄ce of the supreme leader. Mehdi Karroubi, the Speaker of the
Majlis in 1989–92 and 2000–2004, has said that he won the release of
the Majlis deputy Hossein Loqmanian (who had been jailed on
charges of insulting the judiciary) by “ask[ing] for an audience with the
eminent leader.”The banning of newspapers and the jailing of journal-
ists are often the handiwork of the judiciary. In 1998, Khamenei went so
far as to instruct then President Khatami to confine the investigations
into the so-called chain murders of 1998 to the time of Khatami’s
presidency (during which only four of the several dozens of killings took
place) and not to probe any higher than the level of Saeed Emami, the
deputy intelligence minister and the prime suspect in the case.

As the state’s head ideologue, Khamenei also has power over
religious matters. He has sidelined Ayatollah Mohammad Reza

Mahdavi-Kani and Ali Akbar Nateq-Nuri,
two conservative clerics who had enjoyed great
influence under Khomeini but occasionally
displayed some independence of thought.
He controls the mosques and appoints all
Friday-prayer leaders. Each week, the prayer
headquarters in Tehran (which are controlled
by Khamenei) dictate what issues sermons
throughout Iran should discuss. Seminaries
have historically been independent of the
government, but Khamenei has extended
his influence over them by increasing their

funding from the state. In a break with tradition, he determines who
can be a high-ranking jurist with the authority to interpret Islam’s
foundational texts.

Likewise, Khamenei has a hand in cultural and academic matters.
Although the president is, ex o⁄cio, the chair of the snsc, the supreme
leader controls the council’s composition and endorses its decisions and
practices, one of which is to censor the media in the name of national
security. Abdolreza Rahmani-Fazli, one of the council’s former first
deputy secretaries, said in an interview with the conservative Tehran-
based Mehr News Agency last February that disagreement among coun-
cil members was “ruled out, because, on overarching and fundamental
issues, the snsc proceeds on the basis of the leader’s commands and
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decisions. . . . The leader makes the decisions, and the government
implements them.” In the late 1990s, Khamenei made sure that Grand
Ayatollah Hossein Ali Montazeri, a one-time heir to Khomeini who
had criticized human rights abuses in Iran, was kept under house arrest
for several years on the basis of a decision by the snsc.

Khamenei’s interferences in cultural and academic aªairs apply to
matters big and small. In 1998, he forbade Abdollah Nouri, the interior
minister under Khatami, from speaking at a countryside Sunni mosque
during a time of turmoil among Iran’s minority Sunni population.
When Nouri disobeyed, Khamenei arranged for him to be removed
from the cabinet and tried before the Special Court of the Clergy.
(Nouri was sentenced to five years in prison.) Furthermore, Khamenei
personally vetted the list of writers who would be honored at a 1998
conference commemorating “20 years of literary fiction.” At the request
of conservative clerics, he ordered the deletion of part of the entry
about Haj Sayyid Mohammad Rashti, a prominent nineteenth-century
cleric, in the Dehkhoda encyclopedia. (The oªending passage suggested
that Rashti may have carried out 120 executions in the name of religious
punishment, beheading defendants after having made them confess
and telling them “he would personally intercede on their behalf on
Judgment Day.”) Similarly, Khamenei routinely influences the media
through the policies of the Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution,
all of whose current members he personally appointed. He also makes
his political preferences widely known, expecting everyone to work
toward satisfying them. In 1998, Khamenei lavished the conservative
Association of Muslim Journalists with praise: “I thank you all. You
are the ones who defend Islam’s borders on the frontline of the battle
against the West’s cultural invasion. You all have machine guns in
your hands. But I’d like to extend a special thanks to Kayhan news-
paper. Kayhan not only has a machine gun in its hand, it is also a
very capable sniper.”

the monopoly on violence 
At his first meeting with cabinet ministers as supreme leader, in
1989, Khamenei expounded a “theory of terror” that has since defined
his approach to internal security issues. Based on his interpretation of
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the Koran and the early history of Islam, he said at this meeting,
“The majority of the people in the state are silent. A selfless group of
individuals can make the state endure by using terror.” This theory
has served as the justification for assassinating dissidents in Iran and
abroad and otherwise silencing anyone who has posed an ideological
challenge to the regime.

In keeping with Weber’s understanding that under a sultan “tradi-
tional domination develops an administration and a military force
which are purely personal instruments of the master,” Khamenei has
relied on the intelligence services and the armed and security forces
to implement his policies—to an unprecedented extent. After the
overthrow of the shah in 1979, Iranian revolutionaries and left-wing
groups called for the armed forces to be disbanded. Khomeini did not
oblige, and instead he reconstituted the army, executing or dismissing
many of the top commanders who had not already fled abroad. He
also established a parallel military force, the Revolutionary Guards,
to protect the revolution and ordered the creation of the Basij, an
all-volunteer paramilitary organization to help with law enforcement,
the policing of moral issues, and the provision of social services. The
Revolutionary Guards developed air, naval, and ground capabilities in
parallel to those of the conventional army, and they assumed command
over the Basij.Still,Khomeini frequently and openly opposed its involve-
ment in political aªairs. As a charismatic figure and an established
senior cleric with a solid base among the religious establishment and
the pious masses, he hardly needed the military’s backing.

Khamenei, on the other hand, lacks such credentials—so much so
that the conservative Association of Seminary Teachers, in Qom, refused
to endorse him as a senior cleric until 1992, when the Revolutionary
Guards surrounded its headquarters. Thus, he desperately needs the
military’s support. He has also long been interested in military and
security work. He was Khomeini’s representative in the Defense
Ministry during the interim government in 1979, then worked on the
military’s joint staª, and later served as deputy defense minister. When
the Intelligence and Security Ministry was created in 1984,while he was
president, Khamenei argued that it should fall under his jurisdiction.

Over the years, Khamenei has gradually empowered the Revolution-
ary Guards, giving them increasing say in both the country’s politics and
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its economy. After Mohammad Baqer Zolqadr, a senior commander
of the Revolutionary Guards, failed to bring victory to Khatami’s main
rival during the May 1997 presidential election and during the reformist
era that followed, commanders of the Revolutionary Guards and the
Basij increasingly mobilized against the reform movement. Karroubi,
then the Speaker of the Majlis, recently described a tense exchange he
had with a top Revolutionary Guards commander during Khatami’s
second term in o⁄ce (2001–5), as the Majlis was contemplating a
reform bill proposing to limit the Council of
Guardians’powers to vet electoral candidates.
Karroubi recounted challenging the com-
mander, who was concerned about the bill’s
passing, by asking whether he would con-
tinue to endorse screening by the Council
of Guardians if, say, the two reformist senior
clerics Ayatollah Yusuf Saneii and Ayatollah
Abdolkarim Mousavi Ardebili were on the
council.“If these two are appointed,” the commander responded,accord-
ing to Karroubi, “we will have to move to Bangladesh.” Moreover,
according to an o⁄cial source cited by the Emrooz Web site, a reformist
site connected to the Mosharekat Party, last February, then Police
Chief Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf (now the mayor of Tehran)
contributed to the disqualification of candidates for the Majlis elections
of 2004 by making unauthorized statements about the candidates’
commitments to Islam to the vetting authorities. More military o⁄cers
found their way into the Majlis at those elections than ever before,
and men with backgrounds in the military or security forces also became
councilors in the local elections that followed.

The Revolutionary Guards have been empowered even more during
Ahmadinejad’s presidency. Iran’s military budget has doubled since
Khatami’s era, to almost five percent of the country’s gdp. Most of
Ahmadinejad’s appointees once held posts in the regular military, the in-
telligence services,or the public prosecutor’s o⁄ce.Khamenei has named
members of the Revolutionary Guards to head the state broadcasting
organization. Although the election law states explicitly that no military
o⁄cer can be involved in any stage of the electoral process, Brigadier
General Alireza Afshar was nonetheless assigned to head the Interior
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Ministry’s election headquarters for the 2008 Majlis contest, and many
military o⁄cers served on the elections’ executive or supervisory board.
Major General Hassan Firouzabadi, the chief of staª for the armed
forces, warned before the parliamentary elections in March that re-
formists “must not be allowed to find their way into the Majlis again and
to repeat their past performance,” adding, “These factions and individu-
als, who are supported by [U.S. President George W.] Bush, do nothing
but fulfill U.S. interests, and Bush sees them as guarantors of U.S. inter-
ests. Has the Iranian nation not already tasted this bitter shame once?”

The military’s involvement in the economy has also increased
significantly and is now o⁄cially sanctioned. Many long-standing dis-
putes over the Revolutionary Guards’ allegedly illegal economic activ-

ities have been whitewashed. Members of the
force have been granted oil contracts or have
made major profits under questionable real
estate deals.Since the 1990s, the Revolutionary
Guards, the regular armed forces, and law
enforcement o⁄cers have financed large-scale
construction projects in the residential suburbs
in northern Tehran. Before Ahmadinejad was
elected president, the local authorities had
refrained from issuing permits recognizing
the buildings’ completions, which made it

impossible for the owners to secure legal deeds. But after Ahmadinejad
came to power, and conservatives replaced reformists on Tehran’s
city council, the municipalities awarded permits for all the relevant
buildings, and those involved have made huge profits.

The implications for the economy are not good.Companies controlled
by the security forces are increasingly gaining access to low-cost loans
and credit, but they tend to be bad borrowers, which has contributed to
the banking system’s problem with outstanding loans. In early 2008, the
Majlis approved a bill for the establishment of the Basij Construction
Organization, a move that would hand over economic projects from
the private sector to the Basij, further enlarging an already bloated
state bureaucracy and hurting the economy.

With such thorough interdependence between the state administra-
tion and the security forces, one may wonder who controls whom. In
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fact, the extensive infiltration of the Revolutionary Guards by Khamenei’s
network has seriously undermined the Revolutionary Guards’ inde-
pendence. The late Khomeini used to confine himself to appointing
the Revolutionary Guards’ top commander; Khamenei appoints even
brigade commanders himself. All of this suggests that Iran is not a
military dictatorship or a garrison state but a latter-day sultanate.

more of the same
Given Khamenei’s hold on power, it is safe to expect more conti-
nuity than diªerence even if Ahmadinejad loses next year’s presiden-
tial election. This is especially true in the realm of foreign aªairs:
Ahmadinejad’s blustery rhetoric aside, the defining features of Iranian
foreign policy have been more or less constant over the past three decades.

Critics of Ahmadinejad say that he has made the country vulnerable
to military attack (by the United States or Israel) by adopting foolhardy
policies and making unwise remarks.The standoª between the Western
world and the Iranian government is indisputable, and the possibility
of a military attack is very real. But what is Ahmadinejad’s part in all
this? Much as the late Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi did, Khamenei
keeps foreign policy under his control. According to the Iranian news-
paper Etemaad Melli, Sadeq Kharrazi, a former deputy foreign minister
under Khatami, in 2007 told a Newsweek reporter who had asked him
who really ran Iran, “The Americans should not try to get around the
[supreme] leader by speaking to other o⁄cials. Talking to the Iranian
state means talking to the leader. He knows about every word that is
exchanged in negotiations. Iran’s domestic policy may be dispersed,
but its foreign policy is extremely centralized.”

One long-standing feature of Iranian foreign policy has been tense
relations with the United States. This relates to U.S. support for the
shah and Washington’s role in the 1953 coup against Prime Minister
Mohammad Mosaddeq. Relations hit a low point with Khomeini’s
endorsement of the 1979 occupation of the U.S. embassy in Tehran
by the Muslim Student Followers of the Imam’s Line. According to
Iranian o⁄cials today, Washington struck back by instigating Saddam
Hussein’s invasion of Iran in September 1980, which, after an eight-
year war, left Iran with nearly half a million dead and $1 trillion worth
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of damages. It took the U.S.S. Vincennes’ attack on Iran Air flight 655
in 1988 for Khomeini to “drink the cup of poison,” as he famously put
it, and accept the un resolution establishing a cease-fire with Iraq.

After the war and Khomeini’s demise,Tehran, under the new leader-
ship of Supreme Leader Khamenei and President Rafsanjani, decided
that ties with the West should improve. Despite some small progress
at first, relations quickly soured again in the 1990s, with the systematic
assassination of Iranian dissidents in Europe and the discovery of mis-
siles on an Iranian ship near Belgium. In early 1997, Iran found itself once
more at risk of a U.S. military attack. On June 25, 1996, a bomb explosion
killed 19 U.S. soldiers and injured about 400 at a U.S. air base in Khobar,
Saudi Arabia. The fbi believed Tehran was behind the operation, and
according to William Perry, the U.S. secretary of defense at the time, the
Pentagon reportedly drew up a plan for attacking Iran. The risk of war
was arguably greater then than it has ever been under Ahmadinejad.

But the evidence did not convince U.S. President Bill Clinton, and
rather than order an attack, his administration pursued a policy of dual
containment. According to Hassan Rowhani, formerly secretary of the
snsc, this approach had six features: imposing economic sanctions on
Tehran, blocking its access to foreign loans, stopping the transfer of
sensitive and advanced technology that could be used by the military,
keeping the Iranian government from gaining access to modern weapons
to strengthen its defense foundations, preventing it from using nuclear
energy (even for peaceful purposes), and using propaganda and psycho-
logical warfare to discredit it. After the reformists’ victory in May 1997,
it did seem as though a new era in bilateral relations might begin.“When
Khatami attended the un General Assembly in 2001, which had been
designated as the year of the dialogue of civilizations,”Nabavi,a reformist
parliamentarian at the time, explained in an interview earlier this year,
“conditions were more favorable for talks between the two countries”
than they are today.But after the un meeting,Clinton reportedly waited
outside the men’s room to shake Khatami’s hand but gave up when
Khatami lingered inside. Fearing that the reformists would get credit
for reestablishing ties with the United States (a move that would have
been widely popular inside Iran), Khamenei had opposed the meeting.

Still, following the attacks of September 11, 2001,Tehran cooperated
with Washington.Welcoming the fall of the Taliban, a longtime enemy
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because of their extremist Sunni views and their attacks on Afghan
Shiites and Iranian diplomats in Afghanistan,Tehran helped the U.S.-
led coalition form a new Afghan government at the Bonn conference.
Even after Bush’s famous “axis of evil” speech and the U.S. invasion of
Iraq in the spring of 2003, Tehran made a conciliatory gesture. After
coordinating the move with Khamenei, Kharrazi, then the Iranian
ambassador in Paris, delivered an unsigned letter to the Swiss embassy
in Tehran suggesting that the Iranian government would contemplate
recognizing Israel, reining in the region’s radical organizations, and
proposing a security plan for the Persian Gulf. But the Bush adminis-
tration,drunk on its quick military victory in Iraq,disregarded the oªer.
All sections of the Iranian regime, including Khatami and the reformists,
interpreted the brushoª to mean that after Iraq, it was Iran’s turn to be
invaded by the United States.

Whereas Tehran took few serious steps during either Rafsanjani’s or
Khatami’s term toward holding bilateral discussions with Washington,
talks have recently begun under Ahmadinejad. The level of contact is
due to be raised; Ahmadinejad has even said that he is ready to meet
Bush. (But Bush is not prepared to meet with him.) Rafsanjani and
Khatami, who were both seen as supporters of détente with the West,
felt that they could not hold talks with Washington without Khamenei’s
o⁄cial sanction for fear that Iranian conservatives would accuse them
of selling out. Ahmadinejad, on the other hand, is seen as both a revo-
lutionary and a fundamentalist and is trusted by Khamenei. As for his
current intentions regarding the United States, Khamenei has said,
“Breaking oª ties with the United States is among our fundamental
policies. Of course we have never said that this breaking oª of ties
is forever. But the U.S. administration’s conditions are such that estab-
lishing ties is currently detrimental to the nation, and naturally we will
not pursue them. . . . The day when ties are advantageous, I will be the
first to say that you should establish ties.”

going nuclear
That day may be long in the making,however,given some fundamen-
tal diªerences between the two countries’ national interests. There is
the nuclear issue, for example. In a statement posted on the Expediency
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Council’s Web site in May 2006, Rowhani, who was Iran’s top nuclear
negotiator under Khatami, explained that Tehran had for years been
working very deliberately and very incrementally to complete the fuel
cycle. That objective was established in 1989, the year Khamenei
became supreme leader. Centrifuges, other necessary equipment, and
nuclear technology were then brought into Iran during Rafsanjani’s
presidency, and the centrifuges were upgraded (thanks to reverse engi-
neering) under Khatami.Throughout, Rowhani explained, it was the
supreme leader who set the policies. After Rowhani went to Germany
to talk with European o⁄cials about Iran’s nuclear program in 2005,
Ahmadinejad claimed that he had held these talks at his own discre-
tion. But in September 2007, Rowhani told the Mehr News Agency,
“Over the past 18 years, I have not traveled anywhere without the
knowledge of and coordination with the eminent leader. On important
issues, this coordination has taken place without intermediaries, and,
on occasion, it has taken place through intermediaries.”

Although at the end of Khatami’s presidency Khamenei ordered the
suspension of uranium-enrichment activities, he is unlikely to do so
again. In a speech to university students earlier this year, Khamenei ex-
plained why not:“Today,whoever demands a temporary suspension from
us, we tell them: ‘We had a temporary suspension once already, for two
years. . . . What was the use? . . . Suspension turned into something sacro-
sanct that Iran had no right whatsoever to touch! . . . ’ And, at the end
of it all, they said, ‘Temporary suspension is not enough;you have to close
down the nuclear business altogether’!”Even if Khamenei committed to
suspending Iran’s nuclear operations again, such work might not actually
be halted.“It is true that we accepted suspension,but not in order to close
things down,” Rowhani told Etemaad newspaper in November 2007
of Khatami’s agreement to halt nuclear activities in 2004. “During the
suspension, we built the centrifuges, we built the Arak plant. . . .What-
ever was incomplete, we completed under the shadow of suspension.
The West was demanding a suspension so that we would close things
down, but we suspended things in order to complete the technology.”
And the Iranian government was ready to go further, even under the re-
formist Khatami. “For my own part,” Rowhani recalled, “I said at several
meetings with the o⁄cials in charge of the technical side, ‘Whenever you
are ready for enrichment, let us know and we will break the suspension.’ ”
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Ahmadinejad’s own preferences seem simply to be aligned with
Tehran’s longtime nuclear policy. At a meeting with the Assembly of
Experts earlier this year, Khamenei said that Ahmadinejad’s role and
steadfastness have been very prominent in Iran’s progress on the nuclear
issue and added, “The [conservative] seventh Majlis, too, unlike some
people in the previous [reformist] term, really stood firm on the nuclear
issue.”That is, Ahmadinejad stood firm in implementing the supreme
leader’s orders.

irreconcilable differences?
Another major diªerence between Iran and the United States
that is likely to last beyond Ahmadinejad’s term is their diverging
visions of the Middle East. Washington is eager to advance its inter-
ests in the region, but it has not been prepared to recognize Tehran’s
own legitimate security interests. Tehran has long aspired to turn
Iran into the leader of the Islamic world and an unrivaled power in the
Middle East and thus has been deeply involved in the politics of
the region. The Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq
(now known as the Supreme Islamic Iraqi Council), a major Shiite
political party in Iraq, was established by Iraqi exiles in Tehran in the
early days of the Iran-Iraq War. Sheik Hassan Nasrallah, the leader
of Hezbollah, has said that both before and since Khamenei became
supreme leader, he has been directly in touch with him. Even while
Iranian policymakers have at times collaborated with Washington in
Afghanistan, they have recently been working to keep the U.S. gov-
ernment embroiled in the turmoil in Iraq and distracted by Lebanon
and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.The goal, says Rowhani, is to keep
Washington busy with greater priorities than pressuring Tehran.

Wise or unwise, Tehran’s policy of meddling in the business of its
neighbors has very little to do with Ahmadinejad; this has always been
the approach favored by the supreme leader. Iranian o⁄cials have said,
for example, that the 33-day war between Hezbollah and Israel during
the summer of 2006 was conducted under Khamenei’s guidance.
Larijani, once Iran’s chief nuclear negotiator and a former secretary of
the snsc, described the conflict as “a very sweet and astounding moment
to me” and attributed Hezbollah’s victory to Khamenei: “The victory
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is indebted to a strategic piece of guidance by the eminent leader of
the Islamic Revolution, His Eminence Ayatollah Khamenei (may God
protect him), after the first week of the fighting.”

Israel will remain a bone of contention between the United States
and Iran. Tehran has long seen the Israeli government as the main
instigator against Iran, but by calling for the destruction of Israel and
denying the Holocaust, Ahmadinejad has given the world a pretext to
mobilize against Iran. And yet even in this respect, he is less diªerent
from other Iranian leaders than he might seem. Khomeini used to say,
“Israel must cease to exist.” He did not believe that the creation of two
independent states with equal rights, one Israeli, the other Palestinian,
could bring peace. He distinguished the Jews from Israel but argued,
“Israel is a cancerous tumor, and it has to be destroyed.” Rafsanjani also
repeatedly caused international uproar with statements opposing
Israel’s existence. And Khatami and the reformists never presented any
alternative. In fact, when The Washington Post quoted Khatami as sug-
gesting that he might be prepared to accept a two-state solution, he
claimed to have been misquoted. By zealously repeating Khomeini’s
own positions, Ahmadinejad only makes his ideological lineage clearer.

Although denying the Holocaust has been an initiative of Ahmadi-
nejad’s, it is unlikely that he would make such a claim, which could
be very detrimental to Iran, without the supreme leader’s consent.
Khamenei has been careful not to personally engage in Holocaust
denial, but he has downplayed the eªect of Ahmadinejad’s fierce
remarks and openly defends him. “Let’s imagine that the president
uses a fierce turn of phrase,” Khamenei told a gathering of university
students last January. “Suddenly, the gentlemen, the so-called wise
men, say, ‘This was a fierce remark, it will attract U.S. enmity.’ No,
gentlemen! U.S. enmity doesn’t follow these expressions and terms. It
is a fundamental enmity. . . . The Iranian nation has always had the
threat of military attack dangled over it; it is nothing new.”

The problems of the Middle East go far beyond such inflammatory
remarks about Israel and the Holocaust and farther back than the 1979
Iranian Revolution. So long as Washington’s o⁄cial policy is to ensure
that Israel has strategic superiority in the Middle East and Israel
refuses to accept the establishment of an independent Palestinian
state, perceptions among the people of the region will not change and
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there can be no peace in the Middle East. Bush said during a January
2008 trip to the Middle East that “Iran’s actions threaten the security of
nations everywhere.” But Iran cannot be held solely responsible for the
quagmires into which the United States has sunk itself in Afghanistan
and Iraq. Iraq’s Baath Party, al Qaeda, the Pakistani military, and Saudi
money have also played fundamental parts. To focus obsessively on
Ahmadinejad is to ignore the broader set of actors and problems that
have contributed to instability in the Middle East.

finding room
Next June, Iran is expected to hold a presidential election. However,
given the country’s structure of power and, especially, Khamenei’s hold
on power, it is unlikely to significantly change either Iran’s domestic
policy or its foreign policy. Real change will come later, and only when
Iranians figure out how to move beyond the current sultanistic regime.
In systems such as Iran’s, the transition to democracy depends on whether
reformists can find enough room to maneuver among the ruler’s relation-
ships with state bodies (especially the military), social elites, and foreign
powers so as to create various social movements and then use those to
inch the country toward democracy.

In the end, there is no question that diplomatic negotiations and the
establishment of bilateral relations between the United States and
Iran would serve the two countries’ respective national interests. But
such eªorts ought to be carried out so as not to undermine human
rights activists and democracy advocates in Iran.To date, Washington’s
principal concerns have focused on curbing the Islamic Republic’s
nuclear program and guaranteeing the strategic supremacy of Israel
in the region. Meanwhile, the aim of Iranian dissidents and Iranian
advocates of human rights and democracy is to bring about, through
nonviolent action, a democratic system fully committed to the cause
of freedom, human rights, and federalism. These actors are strongly
opposed to Washington’s threats of a U.S. military strike against
Iran and talk of “regime change.” This language and, more generally,
Iran policy under the Bush administration have only strengthened
the hand of Sultan Khamenei and made Iran’s transition to democracy
much more di⁄cult.∂
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The Politics of Hunger

How Illusion and Greed Fan the Food Crisis

Paul Collier

After many years of stability, world food prices have jumped
83 percent since 2005—prompting warnings of a food crisis throughout
much of the world earlier this year. In the United States and Europe,
the increase in food prices is already yesterday’s news; consumers in the
developed world now have more pressing concerns, such as the rising
price of energy and the falling price of houses. But in the developing
world, a food shock of this magnitude is a major political event. To
the typical household in poor countries, food is the equivalent of
energy in the United States, and people expect their government to
do something when prices rise. Already, there have been food riots in
some 30 countries; in Haiti, they brought down the prime minister. And
for some consumers in the world’s poorest countries, the true anguish of
high food prices is only just beginning. If global food prices remain high,
the consequences will be grim both ethically and politically.

Politicians and policymakers do, in fact, have it in their power to
bring food prices down. But so far, their responses have been less than
encouraging: beggar-thy-neighbor restrictions, pressure for yet larger
farm subsidies, and a retreat into romanticism. In the first case,neighbors
have been beggared by the imposition of export restrictions by the gov-
ernments of food-exporting countries.This has had the immaculately
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dysfunctional consequence of further elevating world prices while
reducing the incentives for the key producers to invest in the agricultural
sector. In the second case, the subsidy hunters have, unsurprisingly,
turned the crisis into an opportunity; for example, Michel Barnier, the
French agricultural minister, took it as a chance to urge the European
Commission to reverse its incipient subsidy-slashing reforms of the
Common Agricultural Policy. And finally, the romantics have portrayed
the food crisis as demonstrating the failure of scientific commercial
agriculture, which they have long found distasteful. In its place
they advocate the return to organic small-scale farming—counting
on abandoned technologies to feed a prospective world population
of nine billion.

The real challenge is not the technical di⁄culty of returning
the world to cheap food but the political di⁄culty of confronting the
lobbying interests and illusions on which current policies rest. Feeding
the world will involve three politically challenging steps. First, contrary
to the romantics, the world needs more commercial agriculture, not less.
The Brazilian model of high-productivity large farms could readily
be extended to areas where land is underused. Second, and again con-
trary to the romantics, the world needs more science: the European
ban and the consequential African ban on genetically modified (gm)
crops are slowing the pace of agricultural productivity growth in the
face of accelerating growth in demand. Ending such restrictions could
be part of a deal, a mutual de-escalation of folly, that would achieve
the third step: in return for Europe’s lifting its self-damaging ban on
gm products, the United States should lift its self-damaging subsidies
supporting domestic biofuel.

supply-side solutions
Typically, in trying to find a solution to a problem, people look to
its causes—or, yet more fatuously, to its “root” cause. But there need be
no logical connection between the cause of a problem and appropriate
or even just feasible solutions to it. Such is the case with the food crisis.
The root cause of high food prices is the spectacular economic growth
of Asia. Asia accounts for half the world’s population, and because its
people are still poor, they devote much of their budgets to food. As
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Asian incomes rise, the world demand for food increases. And not only
are Asians eating more, but they are also eating better: carbohydrates are
being replaced by protein. And because it takes six kilograms of grain
to produce one kilogram of beef, the switch to a protein-heavy diet
further drives up demand for grain.

The two key parameters in shaping demand are income elasticity
and price elasticity. The income elasticity of demand for food is
generally around 0.5, meaning that if income rises by, say, 20 percent,
the demand for food rises by 10 percent. (The price elasticity of demand
for food is only around 0.1: that is, people simply have to eat, and they
do not eat much less in response to higher prices.) Thus, if the supply
of food were fixed, in order to choke oª an increase in demand of 10
percent after a 20 percent rise in income, the price of food would need
to double. In other words, modest increases in global income will
drive prices up alarmingly unless matched by increases in supply.

In recent years, the increase in demand resulting from gradually
increasing incomes in Asia has instead been matched with several
supply shocks, such as the prolonged drought in Australia. These
shocks will only become more common with the climatic volatility
that accompanies climate change. Accordingly, against a backdrop of
relentlessly rising demand, supply will fluctuate more sharply as well.

Because food looms so large in the budgets of the poor, high world
food prices have a severely regressive eªect in their toll. Still, by no
means are all of the world’s poor adversely aªected by expensive food.
Most poor people who are farmers are largely self-su⁄cient. They
may buy and sell food, but the rural markets in which they trade
are often not well integrated into global markets and so are largely
detached from the surge in prices. Where poor farmers are integrated
into global markets, they are likely to benefit. But even the good news
for farmers needs to be qualified. Although most poor farmers will gain
most of the time, they will lose precisely when they are hardest hit: when
their crops fail. The World Food Program is designed to act as the
supplier of last resort to such localities.Yet its budget, set in dollars rather
than bushels, buys much less when food prices surge. Paradoxically,
then, the world’s insurance program against localized famine is itself
acutely vulnerable to global food shortages. Thus, high global food
prices are good news for farmers but only in good times.

The Politics of Hunger
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The unambiguous losers when it comes to high food prices are the
urban poor. Most of the developing world’s large cities are ports, and,
barring government controls, the price of their food is set on the global
market. Crowded in slums, the urban poor cannot grow their own

food; they have no choice but to buy it. Being
poor, they would inevitably be squeezed by an
increase in prices, but by a cruel implication
of the laws of necessity, poor people spend a
far larger proportion of their budgets on food,
typically around a half, in contrast to only

around a tenth for high-income groups. (Hungry slum dwellers are
unlikely to accept their fate quietly. For centuries, sudden hunger in
slums has provoked the same response: riots.This is the classic political
base for populist politics, such as Peronism in Argentina, and the food
crisis may provoke its ugly resurgence.)

At the end of the food chain comes the real crunch: among the
urban poor, those most likely to go hungry are children. If young chil-
dren remain malnourished for more than two years, the consequence is
stunted growth—and stunted growth is not merely a physical condition.
Stunted people are not just shorter than they would have been; their
mental potential is impaired as well. Stunted growth is irreversible.
It lasts a lifetime, and indeed, some studies find that it is passed down
through the generations. And so although high food prices are yester-
day’s news in most of the developed world, if they remain high for the
next few years, their consequences will be tomorrow’s nightmare for
the developing world.

In short, global food prices must be brought down, and they
must be brought down fast, because their adverse consequences are
so persistent. The question is how. There is nothing to be done about
the root cause of the crisis—the increasing demand for food. The
solution must come from dramatically increasing world food supply.
That supply has been growing for decades, more than keeping up with
population growth, but it now must be accelerated, with production
increasing much more rapidly than it has in recent decades.This must
happen in the short term, to bring prices down from today’s levels,
and in the medium and long terms, since any immediate increase in
supply will soon be overtaken by increased demand.
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Fortunately, policymakers have the power to do all of this: by
changing regulation, they can quickly generate an increase in supply;
by encouraging organizational changes, they can raise the growth of
production in the medium term; and by encouraging innovations
in technology, they can sustain this higher growth indefinitely. But
currently, each of these steps is blocked by a giant of romantic populism:
all three must be confronted and slain.

the first giant of romantic populism
The first giant that must be slain is the middle- and upper-class
love aªair with peasant agriculture. With the near-total urbanization
of these classes in both the United States and Europe, rural simplicity
has acquired a strange allure. Peasant life is prized as organic in both
its literal and its metaphoric sense. (Prince Charles is one of its leading
apostles.) In its literal sense, organic agricultural production is now a
premium product, a luxury brand. (Indeed, Prince Charles has his own
such brand, Duchy Originals.) In its metaphoric sense, it represents
the antithesis of the large, hierarchical, pressured organizations in
which the middle classes now work. (Prince Charles has built a model
peasant village, in traditional architectural style.) Peasants, like pandas,
are to be preserved.

But distressingly, peasants, like pandas, show little inclination to
reproduce themselves. Given the chance, peasants seek local wage jobs,
and their oªspring head to the cities. This is because at low-income
levels, rural bliss is precarious, isolated, and tedious. The peasant life
forces millions of ordinary people into the role of entrepreneur, a role
for which most are ill suited. In successful economies, entrepreneurship
is a minority pursuit; most people opt for wage employment so that
others can have the worry and grind of running a business.And reluctant
peasants are right: their mode of production is ill suited to modern
agricultural production, in which scale is helpful. In modern agriculture,
technology is fast-evolving, investment is lumpy, the private provision
of transportation infrastructure is necessary to counter the lack of its
public provision, consumer food fashions are fast-changing and best
met by integrated marketing chains, and regulatory standards are rising
toward the holy grail of the traceability of produce back to its source.
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Far from being the answer to global poverty, organic self-su⁄ciency
is a luxury lifestyle. It is appropriate for burnt-out investment bankers,
not for hungry families.

Large organizations are better suited to cope with investment,
marketing chains, and regulation. Yet for years, global development
agencies have been leery of commercial agriculture, basing their
agricultural strategies instead on raising peasant production. This
neglect is all the more striking given the standard account of how
economic development started in Europe: the English enclosure
movement, which was enabled by legislative changes, is commonly
supposed to have launched development by permitting large farms
that could achieve higher productivity. Although current research
qualifies the conventional account, reducing the estimates of pro-
ductivity gains to the range of 10–20 percent, to ignore commercial
agriculture as a force for rural development and enhanced food supply
is surely ideological.

Innovation, especially, is hard to generate through peasant farming.
Innovators create benefits for the local economy, and to the extent
that these benefits are not fully captured by the innovators, innovation
will be too slow. Large organizations can internalize the eªects that
in peasant agriculture are localized externalities—that is, benefits of
actions that are not reflected in costs or profits—and so not adequately
taken into account in decision-making. In the European agricultural
revolution, innovations occurred on small farms as well as large,
and today many peasant farmers, especially those who are better oª and
better educated, are keen to innovate. But agricultural innovation is
highly sensitive to local conditions, especially in Africa, where the
soils are complex and variable. One solution is to have an extensive
network of publicly funded research stations with advisers who reach
out to small farmers. But in Africa, this model has largely broken
down, an instance of more widespread malfunctioning of the public
sector. In eighteenth-century Great Britain, the innovations in small-
holder agriculture were often led by networks among the gentry, who
corresponded with one another on the consequences of agricultural
experimentation.But such processes are far from automatic (they did not
occur, for example, in continental Europe). Commercial agriculture
is the best way of making innovation quicker and easier.
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Over time, African peasant agriculture has fallen further and further
behind the advancing commercial productivity frontier, and based
on present trends, the region’s food imports are projected to double
over the next quarter century. Indeed,
even with prices as high as they currently
are, the United Nations Food and Agricul-
ture Organization is worried that African
peasants are likely to reduce production
because they cannot aªord the increased
cost of fertilizer inputs. There are partial
solutions to such problems through subsidies
and credit schemes, but it should be noted that large-scale commercial
agriculture simply does not face this particular problem: if output prices
rise by more than input prices, production will be expanded.

A model of successful commercial agriculture is, indeed, staring
the world in the face. In Brazil, large, technologically sophisticated
agricultural companies have demonstrated how successfully food
can be mass-produced. To give one remarkable example, the time
between harvesting one crop and planting the next—the downtime
for land—has been reduced to an astounding 30 minutes. Some have
criticized the Brazilian model for displacing peoples and destroying
rain forest, which has indeed happened in places where commercialism
has gone unregulated. But in much of the poor world, the land is not
primal forest; it is just badly farmed. Another benefit of the Brazilian
model is that it can bring innovation to small farmers as well. In the
“out-growing,” or “contract farming,” model, small farmers supply a
central business. Depending on the details of crop production, some-
times this can be more e⁄cient than wage employment.

There are many areas of the world that have good land that could
be used far more productively if properly managed by large companies.
Indeed, large companies, some of them Brazilian, are queuing up to
manage those lands. Yet over the past 40 years, African governments
have worked to scale back large commercial agriculture. At the heart
of the matter is a reluctance to let land rights be marketable, and the
source of this reluctance is probably the lack of economic dynamism
in Africa’s cities. As a result, land is still the all-important asset (there
has been little investment in others). In more successful economies,
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land has become a minor asset,and thus the rights of ownership,although
initially assigned based on political considerations, are simply extensions
of the rights over other assets; as a result, they can be acquired commer-
cially. A further consequence of a lack of urban dynamism is that jobs
are scarce, and so the prospect of mass landlessness evokes political fears:
the poor are safer on the land, where they are less able to cause trouble.

Commercial agriculture is not perfect. Global agribusiness is
probably overly concentrated, and a sudden switch to an unregulated
land market would probably have ugly consequences. But allowing
commercial organizations to replace peasant agriculture gradually
would raise global food supply in the medium term.

the war on science
The second giant of romantic populism is the European fear of
scientific agriculture. This has been manipulated by the agricultural
lobby in Europe into yet another form of protectionism: the ban on
gm crops. Gm crops were introduced globally in 1996 and already are
grown on around ten percent of the world’s crop area, some 300 million
acres. But due to the ban, virtually none of this is in Europe or Africa.

Robert Paarlberg, of Wellesley College, brilliantly anatomizes the
politics of the ban in his new book, Starved for Science. After their
creation, gm foods, already so disastrously named, were described as
“Frankenfoods”—sounding like a scientific experiment on consumers.
Just as problematic was the fact that genetic modification had grown
out of research conducted by American corporations and so provoked
predictable and deep-seated hostility from the European left.Although
Monsanto, the main innovator in gm-seed technology,has undertaken
never to market a seed that is incapable of reproducing itself, skeptics
propagated a widespread belief that farmers will be trapped into annual
purchases of “terminator” seeds from a monopoly supplier.Thus were
laid the political foundations for a winning coalition: onto the base of
national agricultural protectionism was added the anti-Americanism
of the left and the paranoia of health-conscious consumers who, in
the wake of the mad cow disease outbreak in the United Kingdom in
the 1990s, no longer trusted their governments’ assurances. In the
12 years since the ban was introduced, in 1996, the scientific case for
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lifting it has become progressively more robust, but the political coali-
tion against gm foods has only expanded.

The gm-crop ban has had three adverse eªects. Most obviously, it
has retarded productivity growth in European agriculture. Prior to 1996,
grain yields in Europe tracked those in the United States. Since
1996, they have fallen behind by 1–2 percent a year. European grain
production could be increased by around 15 percent were the ban
lifted. Europe is a major cereal producer, so this is a large loss. More
subtly, because Europe is out of the market for gm-crop technology, the
pace of research has slowed. Gm-crop research takes a very long time
to come to fruition, and its core benefit, the permanent reduction in
food prices, cannot fully be captured through patents. Hence, there is
a strong case for supplementing private research with public money.
European governments should be funding this research, but instead
research is entirely reliant on the private sector. And since private
money for research depends on the prospect of sales, the European
ban has also reduced private research.

However, the worst consequence of the European gm-crop ban is
that it has terrified African governments into themselves banning gm
crops, the only exception being South Africa. They fear that if they
chose to grow gm crops, they would be permanently shut out of
European markets. Now, because most of Africa has banned gm
crops, there has been no market for discoveries pertinent to the crops
that Africa grows, and so little research—which in turn has led to the
critique that gm crops are irrelevant for Africa.

Africa cannot aªord this self-denial; it needs all the help it can
possibly get from genetic modification. For the past four decades,
African agricultural productivity per acre has stagnated; raising pro-
duction has depended on expanding the area under cultivation. But
with Africa’s population still growing rapidly, this option is running
out, especially in light of global warming.Climate forecasts suggest that
in the coming years, most of Africa will get hotter, the semiarid parts
will get drier, and rainfall variability on the continent will increase, lead-
ing to more droughts. It seems likely that in southern Africa, the staple
food, maize, will at some point become nonviable. Whereas for other
regions the challenge of climate change is primarily about mitigating
carbon emissions, in Africa it is primarily about agricultural adaptation.
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It has become commonplace to say that Africa needs a green
revolution. Unfortunately, the reality is that the green revolution in
the twentieth century was based on chemical fertilizers, and even
when fertilizer was cheap, Africa did not adopt it. With the rise in
fertilizer costs, as a byproduct of high-energy prices, any African green
revolution will perforce not be chemical. To counter the eªects of
Africa’s rising population and deteriorating climate,African agriculture
needs a biological revolution. This is what gm crops oªer, if only
su⁄cient money is put into research.There has as yet been little work

on the crops of key importance to the region,
such as cassava and yams. Gm-crop research
is still in its infancy, still on the first genera-
tion: single-gene transfer. A gene that gives
one crop an advantage is identified, isolated,
and added to another crop.But even this stage
oªers the credible prospect of vital gains. In
a new scientific review, Jennifer Thomson,

of the Department of Molecular and Cell Biology at the University of
Cape Town, considers the potential of gm technology for Africa.
Maize, she reports, can be made more drought-resistant, buying
Africa time in the struggle against climatic deterioration. Grain can
be made radically more resistant to fungi, reducing the need for
chemicals and cutting losses due to storage. For example, stem borer
beetles cause storage losses in the range of 15–40 percent of the
African maize crop; a new gm variety is resistant.

It is important to recognize that genetic modification, like commer-
cialization, is not a magic fix for African agriculture: there is no such
fix. But without it, the task of keeping Africa’s food production
abreast of its population growth looks daunting. Although Africa’s
coastal cities can be fed from global supplies, the vast African interior
cannot be fed in this way other than in emergencies. Lifting the ban
on gm crops, both in Africa and in Europe, is the policy that could
hold down global food prices in the long term.

The final giant of romantic populism is the American fantasy that
the United States can escape dependence on Arab oil by growing its
own fuel—making ethanol or other biofuels, largely from corn.There is
a good case for growing fuel. But there is not a good case for generating
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it from American grain: the conversion of grain into ethanol uses
almost as much energy as it produces. This has not stopped the
American agricultural lobby from gouging out grotesquely ine⁄cient
subsidies from the government; as a result, around a third of American
grain has rapidly been diverted into energy.This switch demonstrates
both the superb responsiveness of the market to price signals and the
shameful power of subsidy-hunting lobbying groups. If the United
States wants to run oª of agrofuel instead of oil, then Brazilian sugar
cane is the answer; it is a far more e⁄cient source of energy than
American grain.The killer evidence of political capture is the response of
the U.S. government to this potential lifeline: it has actually restricted
imports of Brazilian ethanol to protect American production.The sane
goal of reducing dependence on Arab oil has been sacrificed to the self-
serving goal of pumping yet more tax dollars into American agriculture.

Inevitably, the huge loss of grain for food caused by its diversion
into ethanol has had an impact on world grain prices. Just how large
an impact is controversial. An initial claim by the Bush administration
was that it had raised prices by only three percent, but a study by
the World Bank suggests that the eªect has been much larger. If the
subsidy were lifted, there would probably be a swift impact on prices:
not only would the supply of grain for food increase, but the change
would shift speculative expectations. This is the policy that could
bring prices down in the short term.

striking a deal
The three policies—expanding large commercial farms, ending the
gm-crop ban, and doing away with the U.S. subsidies on ethanol—
fit together both economically and politically. Lifting the ethanol
subsidies would probably puncture the present ballooning of prices.
The expansion of commercial farms could, over the next decade, raise
world output by a further few percentage points. Both measures
would buy the time needed for gm crops to deliver on their potential
(the time between starting research and the mass application of its
results is around 15 years). Moreover, the expansion of commercial
farming in Africa would encourage global gm-crop research on Africa-
suited crops, and innovations would find a ready market not so sensitive
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to political interference. It would also facilitate the localized adaptation
of new varieties. It is not by chance that the only African country
in which gm crops have not been banned is South Africa, where the
organization of agriculture is predominantly commercial.

Politically, the three policies are also complementary. Homegrown
energy, keeping out “Frankenfoods,” and preserving the peasant
way of life are all classic populist programs: they sound instantly
appealing but actually do harm.They must be countered by messages
of equal potency.

One such message concerns the scope for international reciprocity.
Although Americans are attracted to homegrown fuel, they are infu-
riated by the European ban on gm crops. They see the ban for what
it is: a standard piece of anti-American protectionism. Europeans, for
their part, cling to the illusory comfort of the ban on high-tech crops,
but they are infuriated by the American subsidies on ethanol. They
see the subsidies for what they are: a greedy deflection from the core
task of reducing U.S. energy profligacy. Over the past half century,
the United States and Europe have learned how to cooperate. The
General Agreement on Tariªs and Trade was fundamentally a deal
between the United States and Europe that virtually eliminated tariªs
on manufactured goods. Nato is a partnership in security. The
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development is a
partnership in economic governance. Compared to the di⁄culties
of reaching agreement in these areas, the di⁄culties of reaching a
deal on the mutual de-escalation of recent environmental follies is
scarcely daunting: the United States would agree to scrap its ethanol
subsidies in return for Europe’s lifting the ban on gm crops. Each side
can find this deal infuriating and yet attractive. It should be politically
feasible to present this to voters as better than the status quo.

How might the romantic hostility toward commercial and scientific
agriculture be countered politically? The answer is to educate the vast
community of concern for the poorest countries on the bitter realities
of the food crisis. In both the United States and Europe, millions of
decent citizens are appalled by global hunger. Each time a famine
makes it to television screens, the popular response is overwhelming,and
there is a large overlap between the constituency that responds to such
crises and the constituency attracted by the idea of preserving organic
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peasant lifestyles.The cohabitation of these concerns needs to be chal-
lenged. Many people will need to agonize over their priorities. Some
will decide that the vision articulated by Prince Charles is the more
important one: a historical lifestyle must be preserved regardless of the
consequences. But however attractive that vision, these people must
come face-to-face with the prospect of mass malnutrition and stunted
children and realize that the vital matter for public policy is to increase
food supplies. Commercial agriculture may be irredeemably unromantic,
but if it fills the stomachs of the poor, then it should be encouraged.

American environmentalists will also need to do some painful
rethinking.The people most attracted to achieving energy self-su⁄ciency
through the production of ethanol are potentially the constituency
that could save the United States from its ruinous energy policies.The
United States indeed needs to reduce its dependence on imported oil,
but growing corn for biofuel is not the answer. Americans are quite
simply too profligate when it comes to their use of energy; Europeans,
themselves pretty profligate, use only half the energy per capita and
yet sustain a high-income lifestyle. The U.S. tax system needs to be
shifted from burdening work to discouraging energy consumption.

The mark of a good politician is the ability to guide citizens away
from populism. Unless countered, populism will block the policies
needed to address the food crisis. For the citizens of the United States
and Europe, the continuation of high food prices will be an incon-
venience, but not su⁄ciently so to slay the three giants on which the
current strain of romantic populism rests. Properly informed, many
citizens will rethink their priorities, but politicians will need to deliver
these messages and forge new alliances. If food prices are not brought
down fast and then kept down, slum children will go hungry, and their
future lives will be impaired. Shattering a few romantic illusions is a
small price to pay.∂
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U.S. nuclear weapons were born nearly 65 years ago with the
purpose of winning a worldwide war against Nazi Germany and
imperial Japan. They grew up to deter a massive Soviet army that
threatened to invade and dominate all of Europe. With the disap-
pearance of that threat almost 20 years ago, nuclear weapons entered
middle age in search of a new mission—a search that continues to this
day. Some suggest nuclear weapons are necessary to deter, or even
preempt, the proliferation of nuclear weapons and other weapons of
mass destruction. Others believe they are needed to destroy deeply
buried, hardened targets in hostile states. But the reality is that only
one real purpose remains for U.S. nuclear weapons: to prevent the use
of nuclear weapons by others.

That reality has yet to sink in. U.S. nuclear policies remain stuck
in the Cold War,even as the threats the United States faces have changed
dramatically. Today, the gravest threat comes from the possibility of
terrorists bent on delivering a devastating blow against the United
States acquiring the capacity to do so with nuclear weapons. This
threat is compounded by the dangers of nuclear proliferation, as more
and more countries hedge against potentially negative developments
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in their regions by acquiring the wherewithal to build the bomb.Then
there is the increasing global demand for nuclear energy, which will
spread the infrastructure necessary to produce fissile nuclear materi-
als still wider. The world, in short, is on the verge of entering an age of
more nuclear weapons states, more nuclear materials, and more nuclear
facilities that are poorly secured—making the job of the terrorists
seeking the bomb easier and the odds that a nuclear weapon will
be used greater.

The grave nature of these growing threats has motivated a wide-
spread rethinking of the U.S. approach to nuclear weapons.The most
dramatic example is the vision of a world free of nuclear weapons
articulated by former Secretary of State George Shultz, former
Secretary of Defense William Perry, former Secretary of State Henry
Kissinger, and former Chair of the Senate Armed Services Committee
Sam Nunn in a January 2007 Wall Street Journal op-ed. Their vision
has since been endorsed by no less than two-thirds of all living former
secretaries of state, former secretaries of defense, and former national
security advisers. Both Barack Obama (D-Ill.) and John McCain
(R-Ariz.) have expressed support for it as well. Given this remarkable
bipartisan consensus, the next president will have an opportunity to
make the elimination of all nuclear weapons the organizing principle
of U.S. nuclear policy.

Setting a vision of this kind is vitally important, but it is not
enough. What is also needed is a strategic logic that explains how the
world can get there from here. It involves four major steps, each
di⁄cult but feasible. First, Washington must establish as o⁄cial policy
the limited purpose of U.S. nuclear forces: to prevent the use of
nuclear weapons by others. Other purposes are no longer realistic or
necessary for the United States. Second, given this limited purpose
of its nuclear weapons, the United States should reduce its nuclear
arsenal to no more than 1,000 total weapons. This would be more
than enough to convince anyone that the United States possesses the
capacity to respond to any use of nuclear weapons with devastating
eªect. Third, the United States must work to put in place a compre-
hensive international nuclear-control regime that goes well beyond
the present nonproliferation regime’s accounting and monitoring of
nuclear materials. It must include all fissile materials and provide an
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airtight verification system to enable the world to move from thousands
of nuclear weapons to hundreds, to tens, and ultimately to zero.

Finally, Washington must launch a vigorous diplomatic eªort to
convince the world of the logic of zero—and of the benefits of taking
the di⁄cult steps necessary to get there. This eªort should start with
its closest and most important allies, then include other nonnuclear
states who have long called for such an initiative, and ultimately
encompass all nuclear states. U.S. leadership of this international
eªort will be crucial. And a willingness to act boldly to reduce its own
reliance on nuclear weapons and drastically cut its own arsenal can
give Washington the credibility necessary to succeed.

the nuclear legacy
The magnitude of this challenge is enormous—not least because
the world today is awash in nuclear weapons and nuclear-bomb-
making materials. There are still more than 25,000 nuclear weapons
in the world, with Russia and the United States accounting for over
95 percent. There are also nearly 3,000 tons of fissile material—
enough to produce over 250,000 nuclear bombs—stored in more
than 40 countries. This nuclear legacy is the result not only of the
Cold War but also of the failed nuclear policies that successive U.S.
administrations have pursued since the Cold War ended. The
United States’ force posture and deployments have changed greatly in
the past 20 years, but its nuclear policies and thinking have remained
essentially unchanged.

As the Soviet Union came apart at the start of the 1990s, there was
some hope that new thinking about nuclear policy might emerge in its
wake. President George H.W. Bush understood that the disappearance
of a mortal enemy meant that nuclear weapons could play a much
smaller role, and he ordered the unilateral elimination of 5,000 short-
range nuclear weapons deployed in Europe and Asia and aboard the U.S.
Navy’s surface fleet. He also drastically cut back the number and
readiness of U.S.-based strategic weapons, including taking all bombers
oª alert. Soviet and then Russian leaders committed to matching these
reductions, and Moscow and Washington agreed to negotiate further
drastic cuts in strategic weapons.
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When Bill Clinton came into o⁄ce, the stage had been set for a
fundamental rethinking of U.S. nuclear policy.The means to that end
was supposed to be the top-to-bottom Nuclear Posture Review.
Unfortunately, the review proved a disappointment. Although further
reductions in U.S. strategic forces were possible, the Pentagon concluded
that the United States needed to maintain a huge number of non-
deployed weapons as a hedge against the possibility of political and
strategic reversals in Russia. Moreover, rather than further limiting
the declared purpose of nuclear weapons, the Clinton administration
expanded it by stating explicitly, for the first time, that U.S. nuclear
weapons would be used to deter or respond to chemical or biological
attacks on the United States or its allies.

On the campaign trail in 2000, George W. Bush promised to
“leave the Cold War behind [and] rethink the requirements for nuclear
deterrence.” But once in o⁄ce, he did so in a way that sought to expand,
rather than contract, the role of nuclear weapons in U.S. national
security strategy. His administration abandoned the decades-long
eªort to maintain a “firewall”between nuclear and conventional weapons.
It reconceptualized the nuclear triad that had long distinguished
between the ground-, air-, and sea-based legs of the strategic force
so that it now consisted of nuclear and conventional oªensive strike
systems, defensive systems, and a revitalized defense infrastructure.
To support the oªensive leg, the administration sought to develop
new types of nuclear weapons to target deeply buried sites and reduce
collateral damage. And although it committed to reducing U.S.
strategic forces to 1,700–2,200 operationally deployed weapons, the
Bush administration also argued that the United States needed to
retain a reserve force of many thousands more nuclear weapons.

Now, nearly two decades after the end of the Cold War, the United
States still has a nuclear force posture that, even with fewer nuclear
weapons, retains all of the essential characteristics it had during the
Cold War. Thousands of weapons remain deployed, many ready to
be used at a moment’s notice. Many more weapons are retained in
reserve. O⁄cial doctrine still assigns nuclear weapons “a critical
role” in the nation’s defense, describing them as providing “credible
military options to deter a wide range of threats, including [weapons
of mass destruction] and large-scale conventional military forces.”

The Logic of Zero
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The problem with this policy is that it fails to deal with the real
threats the United States now faces—nuclear terrorism and the further
spread of nuclear weapons and technology. If anything, it makes those
threats more dangerous. A nuclear arsenal of many thousands of
weapons will do nothing to deter terrorists from using a nuclear bomb
should they acquire one; indeed, the more nuclear weapons there are
in the world, the more likely it is that terrorists will get their hands on
one. Nor does current U.S. nuclear policy do anything to discourage
further proliferation. After all, how can Washington expect to persuade
other countries to forgo the very capabilities that the U.S. government
itself trumpets as “critical” to national security? The nuclear status
quo is clearly untenable.The United States needs to change its nuclear
thinking and policies and bring them into line with the changed threats
it now confronts.

the united states must lead
The first step on the road to zero is simply recognizing that U.S.
nuclear weapons policy must change. The next president should
announce that from here on out, the sole purpose of U.S. nuclear
weapons will be to prevent the use of nuclear weapons by others.
Many Americans already assume that the United States retains nuclear
forces only to prevent a nuclear war. But in reality, such a policy
pronouncement would represent a radical departure.Throughout the
nuclear age, the United States has deployed nuclear forces for many
additional purposes as well: winning wars, destroying di⁄cult targets,
deterring superior conventional forces, preventing the proliferation of
nuclear weapons. But with the end of the Cold War and the develop-
ment of new conventional technologies, these purposes have become
increasingly irrelevant.The United States no longer faces the existential
threat to its security that the Soviet Union once posed. And its current
conventional military power is more than su⁄cient to defeat any
other conventional military force.

Preventing the use of nuclear weapons by other countries is far
from a trivial purpose for U.S. nuclear weapons. There is no way to
defend reliably against a nuclear attack from the missiles or aircraft of
a hostile state; such an attack can only be deterred through the certainty
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of devastating retaliation. Accordingly, so long as others have nuclear
weapons, the United States must maintain a viable nuclear deterrent.

But deterring a nuclear strike requires many fewer weapons than
a nuclear “war-fighting” force, provided the delivery systems can
survive a surprise attack. Indeed, if the United States were to adopt
a policy that explicitly limited the purpose of nuclear weapons to
preventing their use by others, then it could drastically reduce its nuclear
inventory to a total of 1,000 weapons—down from the 7,000 or so
weapons it has today.This total should include all nuclear weapons—
no matter whether they are deployed or held in reserve, carried by
long-range missiles or short-range fighters, have high yield or low
yield. Regardless of these distinctions, if one of them were ever to go
oª, the consequences for the course of world history would be pro-
found, even incalculable.

Why 1,000 total weapons and not some other number? One thousand
weapons would be su⁄cient to leave no one in doubt that the United
States retains the ability of devastating retaliation in the case of a
nuclear attack.The most significant such possibility would be Russia’s
threatening to strike the United States, as it did during the Cold War.
But even then it was widely agreed that 400–500 weapons on target
would assuredly destroy the Soviet Union’s vast economic and military
potential. Today, 1,000 weapons—of which close to two thirds could
be deployed, on station, and survivable against any attack—would
provide such a retaliatory capability in extremis.

The United States also needs to rethink the planning process for
using nuclear weapons and to restructure its nuclear operations.
There has long been great concern about U.S. and Russian nuclear
forces being on hair-trigger alert, ready to fire at a moment’s notice.
It is indeed critical that the risk of accidental use or miscalculation be
eliminated, but the alert rate is less the problem than are plans to
launch a nuclear strike quickly during a crisis, including on receiving
warning of an attack, in order to ensure the survivability of the forces
or deny an opponent the ability to launch additional strikes.

To eliminate the need to ever make a decision to launch nuclear
weapons before the situation is completely clear, the bulk of U.S.
nuclear forces should be deployed at sea, where they are invulnerable
while on patrol and could ride out any attack. The United States
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should also retain a few weapons for delivery by aircraft, both because
such weapons can be more flexibly and quickly targeted than missiles
and because they can be deployed in ways that demonstrate the
continued U.S. commitment to the security of others. But the United
States no longer needs land-based missiles, which, because of their
inherent vulnerability, confront the president with a use-them-or-lose-
them dilemma he can do without. Instead of preparing to launch
weapons on warning, when under attack, or in prompt retaliation, the
United States needs forces and planning that would enable any
president to decide on retaliating at a time of his or her choosing.
Rather than having just minutes or hours, the president should have
days or weeks to make that decision.

Washington should make these changes in its nuclear force posture
regardless of whether Russia agrees to adopt the same path. Despite
some of its more recent actions, such as its ruthless invasion of Georgia,
Russia is not a military threat to the United States. Its conventional
forces are years behind U.S. technology. And in the worst case of a
severe escalation of tensions, 1,000 weapons would provide a powerful
deterrent and adequate time to make any necessary enhancements to
U.S.military capabilities.Nuclear parity may have made sense during the
Cold War, when Washington faced the daunting challenge of deterring
an armored attack on Europe by a superior Soviet conventional force.
It makes no strategic sense today.

regime change
Such a dramatic change in U.S. nuclear weapons policy would
help restore the credibility of Washington’s eªorts to combat the prolif-
eration of nuclear weapons and materials. This newfound credibility
should make it possible to achieve much-needed progress on the non-
proliferation agenda: negotiating a verifiable end to the production of
fissile material for weapons purposes, securing the early ratification
and entry into force of the Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty, and
strengthening the inspections provisions of international safeguards
agreements undertaken by the International Atomic Energy Agency
(iaea). Still, these steps, even taken together, would not be su⁄cient
to start on a path to zero. That would require putting in place a
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comprehensive nuclear-control regime that could eªectively account
for and monitor all fissile and weapons-grade materials (whether used for
military or civilian purposes) during the many years it would take to
get to zero—and then after all nuclear weapons had been eliminated.

The Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (npt) was intended to serve
this role, but it has proved inadequate in a number of respects. India,
Israel, and Pakistan never accepted the treaty, and they were therefore
able to sidestep the world’s nuclear-control
system with relative ease. North Korea and
Iran signed the treaty but then used their safe-
guarded nuclear power and research programs
to develop the wherewithal to make the
bomb. Pyongyang withdrew from the treaty
in 2003 and then made the remaining short
leap to testing a nuclear device. Tehran has
been caught working on a weapons program
and is enriching uranium, defying the demands of the iaea and the
un Security Council to suspend these activities. There is no doubt
that Iran has the capability to develop a nuclear weapon within the
next few years.

The fundamental weakness of the npt is that it permits a country
to produce enriched uranium and plutonium, the only two materials
from which a nuclear weapon can be fashioned, as long as it does so as
a declared part of its civilian nuclear program. For many years, this was
thought to be acceptable because the technical challenges involved in
moving from possessing the capacity to operate a power plant to being
able to build a nuclear weapon were substantial (and kept largely
secret by the established nuclear powers). But all this has changed.
Centrifuge enrichment of uranium and the separation of plutonium
from the spent fuel produced by a nuclear power plant are technologies
that are now widely understood and publicized. Once a few kilograms
of the necessary material, whether enriched uranium or plutonium, are
available, fashioning it into a device that could explode with catastrophic
consequences is not beyond the capacity of any determined group of
individuals with access to substantial resources.

Accounting for and controlling the fissile materials that are produced
or otherwise available is therefore the only secure method of ensuring
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that new bombs will not be developed—and this is about to become
even more di⁄cult. Increased pollution, rising gas prices, depleted
sources of oil supply, and global warming are fueling a growing demand
for nuclear energy, including in many countries where antinuclear
sentiment has long been very strong.The International Energy Agency
has called for 1,400 new nuclear power reactors by 2050. As new reactors
are built, more nations will insist on developing their own nuclear fuel
cycle to enrich uranium for the sake of self-su⁄ciency. Facilities built
to enrich uranium to the level needed to power a civilian reactor are
essentially the same as those needed to produce weapons-grade uranium.
Plutonium, the other bomb-making material, is a natural byproduct
of producing nuclear energy, and it can be separated from power-plant
waste (“spent fuel”) through reprocessing—a practice that is permitted
under the npt so long as it is done under iaea safeguards. Once the
facilities necessary to produce highly enriched uranium or separate
plutonium are in place, only months are necessary to turn a permitted
peaceful nuclear capability into a nuclear weapons capability.

Currently, the international accounting and verification systems
that are mandated by the npt can detect even small diversions of
nuclear bomb material from civilian facilities.This was demonstrated
by the success of un weapons inspectors in Iraq after the 1991 Gulf
War. Within a year, they had uncovered a highly sophisticated and
diverse nuclear weapons program. More recently, microscopic traces
of highly enriched uranium were detected on documents provided by
North Korea—presumably as a result of the documents merely being
in the proximity of the material.

But whatever its technical capabilities, the iaea is understaªed
and woefully underfunded, has limited authority to inspect suspect
sites, lacks jurisdiction over much of the world’s fissile material, and
has no mandate to control the “breakout” capability derived from
peaceful uses. The five declared nuclear states (China, France, Russia,
the United Kingdom, and the United States), which possess the vast
bulk of the world’s fissile material, are not subject to international
inspections (although the last two have voluntarily placed a few of their
civilian sites under iaea safeguards). Nor are the nuclear programs of
the four nuclear states that do not accept the npt regime (India, Israel,
North Korea, and Pakistan) adequately safeguarded. Iran’s nuclear
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program is technically under safeguards, but Tehran is not fully co-
operating with the iaea. There is also a very large amount of fissile
material remaining in nuclear weapons themselves, as well as smaller
amounts of material used in medical and research facilities, which is
not covered by iaea safeguards.

In order for the world to get anywhere near the point at which
those states that have nuclear weapons would be willing to give them
up, it will be essential to have in place a system of airtight accounting
and monitoring of all fissile material around the globe—no matter
where it is located or what its purpose. A universal regime to account
for and control fissile material of any kind would also have the added
benefit of reducing the possibility that terrorists, who cannot build en-
richment or reprocessing facilities of their own, could get their hands
on the material necessary for manufacturing a nuclear device.

Once such a regime were in place and operating, the final steps in the
process of abolishing all nuclear weapons would become,for the first time,
not only feasible but also relatively straightforward. Since the regime
would account for all fissile material either already fashioned into weapons
or capable of being used to make a weapon, there would be complete
transparency concerning all nuclear weapons inventories—actual and
potential. If a state failed to eliminate a weapon and refashion the fissile
material into a safe form, inspectors would know it.Catching cheating in
the final reductions would be the same process as verifying compliance
with the regime once all nuclear weapons had been eliminated.

To be sure, this regime would be unlike anything the world has ever
attempted (although the verification procedures of the global ban on
chemical weapons come close).The cost of operating an international
organization tasked with enforcing such a regime (presumably built
on the iaea) would be many times what is being spent on inspections
and safeguards today. The regime would have to cover not only those
countries with declared nuclear facilities but all countries—whether
they have nuclear weapons, facilities that produce fissile material,
nuclear power plants, or none of these. And it would have to apply to
both publicly and privately owned facilities. Its inspection mechanisms
would seriously infringe on existing expectations of confidentiality and
freedom of action, both for businesses and for governments (although
fundamental rights must and could remain protected).Strong complaints
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would come from industry regarding the costs of compliance and the
risk to intellectual property, and the nuclear weapons states would
initially insist on protecting their nuclear weapons secrets.

But these objections are small compared to the benefits of having
a comprehensive regime. Even the direct economic costs are likely to
be low in comparison to the economic savings resulting from the
elimination of nuclear weapons—to say nothing of the overwhelming
imperative of eliminating the risk of a nuclear weapon being used.

Putting this control regime in place should start with the United
States’ accepting its provisions.There would be no harm to U.S.national
security from providing the full transparency required given the limited
purpose and reduced numbers of U.S. nuclear weapons. The United
Kingdom, which has in recent years called for active steps to promote
nuclear disarmament, would also likely be a willing partner in starting
the process.The technical capabilities and operational procedures could
be developed, tested, and improved in just a few countries initially—
with others following suit as confidence in the regime was built.

achieving universal acceptance
Ultimately, the eªectiveness of a comprehensive nuclear-control
regime will depend on universal adherence. It can only work if it
works equally for all. (The lack of universality has been a major problem
of the nonproliferation regime.) The fourth major step, therefore, is
to use the shift in U.S. nuclear policy and the imperative of keeping
nuclear weapons out of the hands of terrorists as the basis for a vigor-
ous diplomatic eªort to rally the entire world behind both the vision
and the logic of zero.

The elimination of nuclear weapons is called for in Article 6 of the
npt, so it is not a new goal. Traditionally, two approaches have been
stressed. One is to negotiate a treaty that would commit the nations of
the world to nuclear disarmament by a certain date.This approach was
championed by Indian Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi 20 years ago, and
it has long had many adherents in the un Conference on Disarmament.
Although such an eªort can be useful in a normative sense, in practice
it puts the cart before the horse. The problem is convincing countries
to act in a way that makes a nuclear-weapons-free world possible.
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The second approach focuses on Russia,which alone possesses more
than half of the world’s nuclear weapons stockpile. If Washington and
Moscow could agree to reduce their inventories and ultimately elimi-
nate them, the argument goes, then the other nuclear powers would
eventually follow suit.But Russia will likely be among the most di⁄cult
countries to convince of the logic of zero; these days, Moscow is in
many ways moving in the opposite direction. A Russia-first diplomatic
strategy would therefore almost certainly doom the eªort from the start.
An intensive dialogue between the United States and Russia would of
course be useful, but it must not be the first condition for success.

Instead, Washington’s international diplomacy should aim to create
an ever-growing coalition of countries that accept the logic of zero.
Success on this will require that more and more countries subscribe
to three principles: that a world without nuclear weapons is the only
way of guaranteeing that such weapons will never be used, that in the
interim the only valid purpose of nuclear weapons is to prevent their
use by others, and that all fissile material must be subject to international
comprehensive accounting and control. Once a nation has accepted
these principles, it has accepted the logic of zero, which implies a
willingness to give up its weapons when all others do so as well. A
somewhat diªerent diplomatic approach will be needed for each of
three groups of countries: the United States’ allies, many of which rely
on Washington’s commitment to their security and defense; those
nonnuclear countries that have long sought a nuclear-weapons-free
world; and the nuclear weapons states, both declared and undeclared.

The first diplomatic step must be to convince the United States’ allies
that no change in nuclear weapons policy (before zero is reached)
will alter Washington’s fundamental commitment to respond to a
nuclear attack against an allied nation with a devastating nuclear
response of its own. Similarly, it should be made clear that a nonnuclear
attack—including with chemical or biological weapons—against any
U.S. ally would trigger a response the consequences of which would
far outweigh any benefits an attacker may have hoped to achieve. Once
the clarity and certainty of the continued U.S. commitment to their
security is clear, the United States’nonnuclear allies are likely to embrace
the logic of the course Washington has laid out. Virtually all of them
have the capacity to build nuclear weapons but have decided that they
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would be more secure in a world with fewer, rather than more, nu-
clear powers. They have also strongly supported the npt, including
its Article 6 commitment to eliminate nuclear weapons. It should
not be a big leap for them to accept the three principles behind the
logic of zero and join the eªort to move toward a world without any
nuclear weapons.

Once U.S. allies are on board, Washington’s diplomatic attention
should shift to the nonnuclear states that have long clamored for
greater progress in arms control and disarmament. Countries such as

Brazil, Indonesia, Ireland, Mexico, South
Africa, and Sweden are important players
in the international disarmament field—and
have long accepted the logic of zero—and they
should be natural allies in this eªort. Some
of them seriously considered acquiring nuclear
weapons (and in the case of South Africa ac-
tually did) only to conclude that even in the
absence of having a formal alliance with a

nuclear weapons state, their security would be enhanced if they did not
have them. Similarly, the proposed comprehensive nuclear-control
regime ought to be attractive to nations that have long complained
about the discriminatory nature of the current nonproliferation regime.

With U.S. allies and other nonnuclear countries on board, Wash-
ington will have created a broad-based, diverse, and global coalition
consisting of the vast majority of the nations in the world. The final
diplomatic target will be the nuclear weapons states not already behind
the consensus. There is a good chance that two or even three of them
will have joined the eªort from the beginning. The United Kingdom
has, in many ways, already bought into the logic. China and India have
both adopted the formal position that they will not be the first country
to use nuclear weapons—essentially an a⁄rmation that they would
consider their nuclear capabilities superfluous if others had no nuclear
weapons to use against them.

More challenging will be to convince the other four long-standing
nuclear powers—France, Pakistan, Israel, and, of course, Russia. France,
which insists on retaining a nuclear force to protect its vital interests
against any threat, has firmly embraced the logic of nuclear deterrence
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rather than the logic of zero. But as other nuclear powers move in a
diªerent direction, Paris’ ability to remain a holdout will diminish—
as became clear in the 1990s when France finally decided to sign the
npt and, once again, after two last series of nuclear tests, when it signed
on to the Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty. A democracy like
France can remain an international outlier only for so long.

Pakistan developed its nuclear weapons primarily to deter India’s
nuclear arsenal. (India first demonstrated its nuclear capability with
a “peaceful nuclear explosion” in 1974.) Islamabad also relies on its
nuclear capability to oªset its larger neighbor’s conventional forces. But
if India were to agree to give up its nuclear weapons—not unrealistic
if China were to agree to do so as well—Pakistan’s need to retain the
bomb would greatly diminish. Of course, given India’s conventional
advantage, Pakistan would be more likely to follow India’s example if
relations with its larger neighbor were to improve, their diªerences
were settled peacefully, and confidence and trust were being built. But
a fundamentally changed nuclear environment could help bring such
progress about.

Israel initially developed nuclear weapons out of the fear that its
army could be overrun by the vastly larger Arab armies in the region.
Today, Israel also faces the prospect of a nuclear-armed regime, Iran,
that has openly called for its destruction—a critical reason to maintain
a nuclear deterrent. But if strong pressure on Iran could succeed in
reversing its nuclear program, Israel would have much less need for
its nuclear weapons. Israel’s peace treaties with Jordan and Egypt, for all
of their disappointments, have largely eliminated any conventional
military threat to Israel’s existence,and Israel’s own conventional forces,
with significant and continuing help from the United States, are now
dominant in the region. Israel has also consistently stated—as recently
as this year—that it favors an agreement that would make the Middle
East a zone free of all weapons of mass destruction. As with Pakistan, if
Israel can be assured that it will not face any nuclear threat from another
state, it should prove possible to convince it to see the merits of joining
a global eªort to eliminate nuclear weapons and thus deny terrorists
any opportunity to get the bomb.

The final challenge is likely to be Russia, which possesses well over
half the world’s nuclear weapons and fissile material. Unfortunately, in
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recent years Russia has begun to reemphasize the importance of its
nuclear weapons, as a means both to exert its great-power status and to
compensate for its greatly weakened conventional capabilities. Moscow
is devoting more resources to modernizing its nuclear forces and increas-
ing their operations, and it has openly declared that it might have to use
its weapons in a variety of diªerent circumstances. But getting Russia to
reverse course is doable. With the vast majority of the countries in the
world committed to a new path, and with the United States and other
key nuclear powers very much part of that global commitment, remain-
ing a holdout on this critical issue, especially if it can be linked to other
matters of interest to Russia,will become more and more di⁄cult. In the
meantime, Washington and Moscow should intensify their dialogue on
nuclear issues, avoiding linking the discussions to other disputes—
much as was done with the Soviet Union during the Cold War. They
should focus on reaching agreements to steadily reduce their nuclear
inventories and to enhance verification and nuclear transparency, which
would help slowly win Moscow’s acceptance of the logic of zero. Over
time, Moscow would come to see the benefits of going all the way, just
as the United States and most other countries will have done.

As the United States works diplomatically to create a broad interna-
tional coalition, it can use the emerging consensus to help convince
nuclear aspirants and new nuclear powers that their drive for a nuclear
option must come to an end.Active diplomacy with Iran and North Korea
must of course continue, backed when necessary by additional pressure
to convince both countries that the benefits of forgoing or ending the
nuclear option outweigh those of building or retaining the bomb. The
likelihood of success would be significantly enhanced if the United States
and other nuclear powers were demonstrably committed to adhering
to the same nonnuclear status and fissile-material oversight that they are
demanding Iran, North Korea, and every other nuclear aspirant accept.

the imperative of zero
No nuclear weapon has been used since the dawn of the nuclear
age more than 60 years ago. That is a remarkable fact and one that
few who witnessed the first nuclear explosions, in Alamogordo, New
Mexico, and then over Hiroshima and Nagasaki, would have thought
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likely. Responsible nuclear stewardship, a relatively eªective non-
proliferation regime, and a good deal of luck have helped account for
this achievement. But the world cannot continue to count on luck.
Nor, as the nonproliferation system continues to fray and more countries
acquire the capacity to build the bomb, can it count on states acting
responsibly when it comes to these massively destructive capabilities.
And in the age of nihilistic terrorism, the chance that a group of
individuals united by their hatred for others and determined to inflict
as much damage as possible will someday get their hands on the
means to turn their dreams into a global nightmare is simply too great.
That is why the fight against nuclear terrorism and proliferation must
now be Washington’s highest priority. The logic of zero is driven by
this threat.

It will take a real commitment, at the highest levels and beginning
with the United States, to turn the logic of zero into a practical reality.
Many obstacles remain along this path, but it is important that Wash-
ington take the lead in setting out on that journey.The steps outlined
here—limiting the purpose of nuclear weapons to preventing their
use by others, reducing the U.S.nuclear stockpile to 1,000 total weapons,
negotiating a comprehensive nuclear-control regime to account for
and monitor all fissile material around the world, and pursuing a
diplomatic strategy that seeks to build the largest possible coalition
in favor of zero—will take time to implement. Each is useful in its
own right, and they should be implemented as soon as is practical.
Together, they will provide a good basis for success down the road.
Many obstacles remain along this path. But not to start down it
now, step by step, would mean accepting the increasingly grave risk
that another nuclear weapon will one day be used.∂
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Minor League,
Major Problems

The Case Against a League of Democracies

Charles A. Kupchan

The call to establish a “league of democracies” was one of the hottest
policy proposals this past election season. Advocates contended that
creating a club open exclusively to the world’s liberal democracies
would enhance the ability of like-minded states to address the challenges
of the twenty-first century. Not since the 1940s, when the United
States orchestrated the founding of the United Nations and the Bretton
Woods monetary system, have voices on both sides of the aisle called
for such an ambitious overhaul of international institutions. Influential
advisers to both Senator Barack Obama (D-Ill.) and Senator John
McCain (R-Ariz.) enthusiastically backed the proposal, and McCain
explicitly endorsed the idea. “Rarely,” as the journalist Jonathan Rauch
has observed, “have liberal idealism and neoconservative realism
converged so completely.”

The proposal to launch a league of democracies has its merits. The
size and diversity of the un’s membership hinder the organization’s
ability to coordinate timely and eªective action. And whether the task
at hand is containing Iran’s nuclear program or stopping genocide in
Darfur, China and Russia regularly block action by the un Security
Council. In contrast, liberal democracies are generally prepared to work
together to pursue common interests. When it comes to political will,
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economic resources, and military strength, the world’s democracies
constitute a uniquely fraternal grouping of states.

Nonetheless, the next occupant of the White House should shelve
the idea of establishing a league of democracies. Such a club is not
needed to secure cooperation among liberal democracies—they are
already regular partners—and it would draw new lines between
democracies and nondemocracies, thus compromising their relations
just when adapting the international system to the rise of illiberal pow-
ers is becoming a paramount challenge. Contrary to the expectations
of its advocates,moreover, a league would expose the limits of the West’s
power and appeal, revealing the constraints on solidarity among
democracies, eroding the legitimacy of the West, and arresting the
global spread of democracy. With its marginal upsides and dramatic
downsides, establishing a league of democracies would not be a wise
investment for the next president, whose time and political capital
will be severely taxed by an economic downturn at home and abroad
and by conflict in the Middle East.

birds of a feather
The proposal to establish a forum open only to the world’s democ-
racies is not without precedent. In 2000, the Clinton administration
launched the Community of Democracies to support democracy
worldwide. Despite holding numerous working groups and four
ministerial conferences, the group has remained a debating society
and has little to show for its eªorts. One of the reasons is that with
over 120 members, including the likes of Egypt, Jordan, and Qatar,
it does not live up to its name. The initiative’s meager results have
prompted proponents of a league of democracies to call for more
stringent criteria for membership and a much more ambitious set
of objectives.

Although Republicans prefer to label the proposed institution a
“league,” whereas Democrats call it a “concert,” advocates agree on the
broad outlines of the idea. Participating states would take on codified
commitments to work together to confront security threats, promote
democracy and human rights, and advance economic integration.They
would develop common military doctrines and improve collaboration
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among their defense, police, and intelligence establishments. The
league would have a guiding secretariat and clear decision-making
rules. Membership would be restricted to democracies that regularly
hold free and multiparty elections and that guarantee the political and
civil rights of their citizens. According to the political scientists Ivo
Daalder and James Lindsay, writing in The American Interest, roughly
60 countries would qualify for membership under these criteria.

Advocates of the league argue that, unhindered by obstructionist
autocracies, the body would better respond to global challenges than
existing institutions. Daalder and Lindsay point out that the world’s
20 largest democracies account for roughly three-quarters of global

defense spending.With autocracies out of the
way, this “smaller group composed of like-
minded states,” they argue, would possess
“the means to act swiftly and eªectively.”
Moreover, its writ would not be restricted by
a commitment to the inviolability of sover-
eignty, as the un’s is. Accordingly, the league
could intervene in states that posed pressing
security threats to other states or failed to

protect the rights or safety of their citizens. Democrats tend to see a
league as a tool for reforming the un and as an alternative to it only if un
reform fails,whereas Republicans envisage the proposed body as a means
of sidestepping a un they deem irretrievably paralyzed by recalcitrant
autocracies. But advocates on both sides of the aisle agree that it is time
for the world’s democracies to stand up to illiberal obstinacy.

The league would not just free up the world’s democracies to act
but also deepen ties among them. According to G. John Ikenberry
and Anne-Marie Slaughter, co-directors of the Princeton Project on
National Security, the body would “strengthen security cooperation
among the world’s liberal democracies.” There would be little free
riding by members because they could not blame inaction on stalemate
at the un. No longer, Daalder and Lindsay contend, would democracies
“be able to shirk their responsibilities by hiding behind Chinese or
Russian intransigence.”

More generally, supporters of a league claim that because it would
reflect the collective will of countries with representative governments,
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the organization would strengthen the moral foundations of the inter-
national system. As Tod Lindberg, of the Hoover Institution, argues,
“The gold standard of legitimacy is not the unanimous Security Council
resolution, but the agreement among governments possessing domestic
democratic legitimacy.” China’s assent on a particular initiative does
not add to that initiative’s legitimacy, Lindberg insists, nor does its
dissent detract from it.

The league, supporters claim, would also serve as a potent tool for
spreading democracy around the world. According to Daalder and
Lindsay, its “very existence would stand as a strong incentive for
countries to embrace competitive elections, safeguard individual
rights and uphold the rule of law.” The appeal of membership in the
league would promote democratization in the illiberal world, just
as the allure of inclusion in nato and the eu has in postcommunist
Europe. If all goes according to plan, the stage would eventually be
set for a Kantian “perpetual peace.”

preaching to the choir
Despite these forceful arguments, however, the case for creating
a league of democracies does not fare well under closer scrutiny. Most
important, a global forum that denies autocracies a say in world aªairs
promises to deepen cooperation where it is least needed (among
democracies that are already reliable collaborators) at the expense of
cooperation where it is most needed (between democracies and non-
democracies). After decades of working together in a thick network
of institutions, such as nato, the eu, and the U.S.-Japanese security
pact, many of the world’s democracies have become trusted partners.
It is this tested bond that makes the notion of a league of democracies
appealing—and unnecessary. An initiative that ekes out only a marginal
increase in cooperation among already close allies does not merit being
the centerpiece of U.S. foreign policy.

Instead, the United States and its democratic allies should invest
in greater collaboration with rising autocracies, such as China, Russia,
and the oil-rich states of the Persian Gulf. Democratic teamwork will
not be enough to meet today’s challenges. Shutting down nuclear
programs in Iran and North Korea, fighting terrorism, curbing global
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warming, managing energy supplies, and building regional security
orders in East Asia and the Persian Gulf will require the help of illiberal
regimes. Guiding democracies and nondemocracies toward common
ground and instilling the habits of cooperation between them are unques-
tionably more urgent than topping oª solidarity among democracies.

Advocates of a league respond that closer cooperation among
democracies need not come at the expense of their relationships

with autocratic states. The national interests
of China, Russia, and other illiberal regimes
will compel them to work with the league, the
theory goes, and the interests of democracies
will induce them to reciprocate.“Our national
interests,” McCain argues, “require that we
pursue economic and strategic cooperation
with China and Russia, that we support Egypt
and Saudi Arabia’s role as peacemakers in the
Middle East, and that we work with Pakistan
to fight the Taliban and al Qaeda.” But this
assertion is a hedge, as is Daalder and Lind-

say’s claim that a league would not be “a substitute for all other forms
of multilateral and bilateral cooperation, but a complement to them.”

The league’s supporters cannot have it both ways—maintaining that
the new body would bring momentous benefits to the cause of inter-
national cooperation while insisting that its negative side eªects would
be minimal. Either the organization is, like Bill Clinton’s Community of
Democracies, little more than a salon, or it meets the high expectations
of its supporters and deliberately excludes autocracies from the inner
sanctum of international politics, thereby encouraging them to chart
their own course. Russia’s blustery reactions to the enlargement of
nato and Kosovo’s independence from Serbia, its forceful intervention
in Georgia this past summer, and its teamwork with China to form the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization are a hint of what might lie
in store. The author Robert Kagan argues that a “league of dictators”
is already taking shape, which is precisely the reason, in his view, that
democracies must respond in kind. Kagan’s concern is premature, but
the surest way to turn it into reality would be to fashion an alliance of
democracies—against which illiberal states would be quick to balance.

Charles A. Kupchan
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the limits of democratic solidarity
Advocates of a league both underestimate the potential for cooper-
ation between democracies and autocracies and overestimate the scope
of common interests among democracies. These misconceptions
appear to stem at least in part from a misreading of recent history.
McCain pines for the “vital democratic solidarity” of the Cold War
and sees a league of democracies as a way to revive it. But yesterday’s
solidarity was the product of an alliance against an external threat,
not of an alignment based exclusively on regime type. Although advo-
cates of a league often treat Presidents Franklin Roosevelt and Harry
Truman as standard-bearers for their cause, both leaders envisaged
a post–World War II order in which the great powers—whether
democracies or not—would collectively manage the international
system. Roosevelt wanted to establish the “Four Policeman,” a global
directorate comprising the United States, the United Kingdom, the
Soviet Union, and China.This concept informed the design of the un
Security Council, with China and the Soviet Union included as perma-
nent, veto-wielding members—hardly a club of democracies.

Roosevelt’s preference for a great-power concert was based on
realism, not naiveté. During the 1930s, France and the United Kingdom
eschewed an alliance with the Soviet Union—primarily for ideological
reasons. Had Paris and London instead allowed strategic prudence to
override their antipathy toward communism, World War II may well
have been avoided, or at least shortened. Indeed, it was the alliance
between the Soviet Union and the liberal democracies of the West
that ultimately defeated Nazi Germany and imperial Japan.

Not until the late 1940s, after it had become clear that the United
States and the Soviet Union would be strategic rivals, did U.S. leaders
abandon hopes of fashioning a cooperative postwar order and instead
erect a network of alliances that set many of the world’s democracies
against the communist bloc.Still, throughout the Cold War, the United
States maintained close partnerships with a host of unsavory regimes.
China’s government may have been autocratic and communist, but
that did not deter President Richard Nixon from reaching out to Bei-
jing, a move that significantly altered the course of the Cold War
and helped set China on a path toward liberalization. Washington
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continues to work closely with autocracies even in the absence of the
strategic imperatives of the Cold War rivalry.As long as the United States
has troops in Iraq and an economy dependent on oil from the Persian
Gulf, it will maintain strong ties with Bahrain, Qatar, and the United
Arab Emirates—some of the most illiberal countries on the planet.

Much as they underestimate the potential for cooperation be-
tween democracies and autocracies, proponents of a league overstate
the ease of cooperation among democratic states. Although they

have similar domestic systems, democracies
often have diverging interests. In seeking to
block the invasion of Iraq in 2003, for example,
France and Germany broke with the United
States on fundamental questions of war and
peace. Nato, despite almost 60 years of ex-
perience, is struggling to maintain its unity.
At the alliance’s 2008 summit in Bucharest,
Washington pressed for putting Georgia and
Ukraine on the road to membership—only
to have the move rejected by its European

allies. In Afghanistan, the solidarity of nato is being sorely strained by
stipulations restricting the participation of most national contingents
to peacekeeping and reconstruction.The same goes for the eu, whose
members have struggled to maintain a consensus on sanctions against
Iran and failed to agree on whether to recognize an independent Kosovo.

If nato and the eu, which are essentially miniature leagues of
democracies with track records decades long, are confronting such
tribulations, it is hard to see how creating a bigger club of democracies
would make things better.The more global the organization, the more
likely regional considerations will trump democratic solidarity. South
Africa is a democracy, but its recent coddling of Robert Mugabe, the
Zimbabwean leader who clubbed his way to reelection, is a case in
point. Latin America now counts many democracies, but most of
them want nothing to do with U.S. eªorts to isolate Cuba.

Not only are free and fair elections no guarantee of cooperation
among democracies, but they also can impede it. The eu is perhaps
the quintessential zone of democratic peace, but recent referendums in
France, the Netherlands, and Ireland rejected institutional reforms

Charles A. Kupchan
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aimed at tightening the bonds among the union’s members. China may
have contributed to the collapse of the Doha Round of international
trade talks this past summer, but at least as important was the stalemate
between the United States and India—two democracies mindful of
powerful economic interest groups at home.

the legitimacy trap
In making their case for a league of democracies in a co-authored
Washington Post op-ed, Daalder and Kagan argue that “the most
meaningful and potent form of legitimacy for a democracy such
as the United States is the kind bestowed by fellow democrats around
the world.” Even if most Americans agree, many in the rest of the
world do not. A league is likely to lack legitimacy not just among
autocracies but also among Europe’s democracies, for whom approval
from the un Security Council is the litmus test of legitimate action.
As Gideon Rachman has written in the Financial Times, “Almost all
of America’s closest democratic allies have deep reservations about a
league of democracies. The Europeans are committed to the un and
would be loath to join an alliance that undermined it.”

European objections aside, advocates of a league are on shaky ground
when they argue that international legitimacy derives primarily from
democratic governments. If democracies are legitimate because they
represent the will of their citizens, could a global body that spoke for
less than half the world’s population and represented less than one-
third of the world’s nations ever be considered legitimate? Should
China’s 1.3 billion citizens be doubly disenfranchised—no voice abroad
as well as no democracy at home?

Such logical tensions would weigh heavily on the league’s standing.
A recent study commissioned by the un concluded that its personnel
are increasingly targets of attacks because of the organization’s perceived
bias in favor of its most powerful members. If the un has such credibility
problems, the league’s, as The New York Times’ James Traub has pointed
out, would be far more acute. Consider its potential engagement in
the Middle East, a region that would probably have two members
in the global body—Israel and Turkey—but no Arab representatives.
Were the league to carry out a military intervention in the region, the
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Arab world would see it as the West against the rest—and react
with even more hostility than it did to the 2003 invasion of Iraq.

Acknowledging that “much of the rest of the world sees the involve-
ment of a U.S.-led Atlanticist organization in other regions as illegiti-
mate,” Daalder and Lindsay, in advocating a league of democra-
cies,eªectively propose adding the remainder of the world’s democracies
to the Atlantic community, thereby creating a global nato. But it is
hard to imagine that the members of the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations would welcome the league’s intervention in Myanmar
(also called Burma), for example, just because the league included
Southeast Asia’s democracies. Indeed,Australia and New Zealand have
been excluded from asean mainly because they are seen as outposts of
the West. Similarly, adding Africa’s democracies to the league would
not legitimate the body across a continent in which fewer than half the
countries would qualify for membership.As the Carnegie Endowment’s
Thomas Carothers has pointed out, it would be “wishful thinking” to
presume that the league’s interventions in the developing world would
enjoy widespread legitimacy.

Finally, it is likely that establishing a league of democracies would
do more to tarnish the international reputation of liberal democracy than
it would to burnish it. At present, the world’s major democracies can
blame their own inaction on the un’s structural deficiencies and the
stiª-necked autocracies that populate the Security Council. China and
Russia are the regular culprits; they are responsible for blocking tougher
measures against Iran and Sudan, for example. But the Europeans,
concerned about the economic and diplomatic consequences of more
stringent sanctions against Tehran, are quietly relieved that Moscow
is taking the heat for resisting U.S. pressure. Although China may not
be particularly helpful in confronting the Sudanese government, the
main impediment to Western military action in Darfur is not the un; it
is the reluctance of the United States and its democratic allies to assume
the costs and risks of intervention. Were a league of democracies unwill-
ing to act, and the un unavailable to take the blame, liberal democracies
alone would have to bear the moral burden. The world’s democra-
cies had better deliberate carefully before taking on pledges to engage
in joint action that they may well fail to honor—thus exposing the
fragility of democratic solidarity.

Charles A. Kupchan
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the mirage of democratic peace
Drawing on the success of nato and the eu in spreading democracy
in Europe, the league’s proponents contend that the prospect of joining
the new body would encourage illiberal regimes around the world
to democratize. But the league would not enjoy a magnetic appeal
comparable to the Atlantic institutions. In central and eastern Europe,
the peoples that had long suªered under Soviet rule yearned for
inclusion in the democratic West in the aftermath of the Cold War—
in no small part to gain protection against the potential resurgence of
Russian ambition. In contrast, Moscow and Beijing, rather than
looking for outside help with political reform, are dead set against a
rapid transition to liberal democracy. They also tend to see the West
as more of a threat than an answer to their security concerns. Moscow
has already emerged as the leading challenger to the West’s primacy,
taking on nato and the eu over the independence of Kosovo, the
status of Georgia’s breakaway regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia,
missile defense in Europe, Iran’s nuclear program, and a host of other
issues. Meanwhile, Beijing is busy building a multilateral framework
in East Asia that seems intended to displace the United States as the
hub of the region’s security order. Both Russia and China are taking
their own roads instead of following the West’s lead, a dynamic that
would only be reinforced by the new geopolitical dividing lines that
a league of democracies would draw.

Plans to make the league a privileged trading group, another element
of the proposal, also promise to alienate countries that do not initially
make the grade. According to McCain, the body would oªer market
access exclusively to countries that “share the values of economic and
political freedom.” But such conditionality would undercut a key plank
of the logic of democratization—namely, that trade helps nurture a
middle class, which is itself a building block of political reform. The
league would enhance the prosperity of Norway when it is Pakistan
and other illiberal countries that need access to developed markets.

Confidence about the league’s ability to spread liberal democracy
to the rest of the world reveals a deeper misunderstanding of the nature
of the historical moment. Such optimism is predicated on the belief
that the world is now at a way station on the road to democracy; that
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the West provides the sole viable model of development for nations
around the world; that China, Russia, and their kindred spirits are
the last holdouts but are soon to join the march of history; and that the
league is meant to help them complete their transition. But the world
is far from arriving at such a historical endpoint; it is heading toward
continued diversity, not greater homogeneity.

McCain contends that today’s illiberal regimes are “trying to
rebuild nineteenth-century autocracies in a twenty-first-century
world.”They are not; they are building twenty-first-century autocracies.

Sustained rates of economic growth and
the surge in national wealth enjoyed by
energy producers will give many of the world’s
autocracies remarkable staying power. China,
Russia, and the oil-soaked sheikdoms of the
Persian Gulf are co-opting and buying oª
their middle classes, not pursuing democratic
reforms. Oil wealth, which accounts for 60
percent of Iran’s national budget, may well
underwrite the theocratic regime in Tehran

for some time to come. Meanwhile, economic performance in the
United States and Europe is poised to lag well behind that in China
and Russia for the foreseeable future. China now holds about $500 bil-
lion of the United States’ massive debt, roughly 20 percent of the
total, and sovereign wealth funds from the Persian Gulf states are
snapping up U.S. assets.

For now, state-led, authoritarian capitalism has at least as much
appeal in many quarters of the globe as the democratic alternative.
It should come as no surprise that a recent global survey of public
opinion ranked Russian Prime Minister Vladimir Putin and Chinese
President Hu Jintao among the world’s most highly regarded leaders.
Another survey revealed that 86 percent of Chinese citizens polled
were content with their country’s direction, compared with 23 percent
of Americans with the United States’.

The idea that a league of democracies would represent a pact for
perpetual peace into which the rest of the world would soon enter is
illusory. The liberal international order erected by the West may suit
its founder, the United States, and its junior partners, but one size
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does not fit all. If a new global order is to emerge, Washington and
Brussels will have to adjust to the preferences of rising autocracies,
just as Beijing and Moscow have had to adjust to the West. Fash-
ioning a peaceful order for the twenty-first century will require
navigating a two-way street; the West cannot just make a take-it-
or-leave-it oªer. If the liberal democracies fail to understand that
the coming world will be both multipolar and politically diverse,
they will be heading down a dead end—not, as they hope, blazing
a path to the end of history.

if you build it, they won’t come
Nagging practical questions about the league’s structure have
yet to be answered. How would the body select its members? How
would it operate? What would happen if the United States were
overruled by its democratic partners? Supporters of the project would
have to answer these di⁄cult questions if the proposal were to merit
the eªort. But it does not, and most of the world’s democracies have
realized as much. If the United States builds a league of democracies,
very few countries will be waiting at the gate.

After the ideological excesses of the Bush administration, the
United States cannot win back its good standing abroad with grand
schemes foisted on an unwilling world. Rather, decision-makers in
Washington should opt for pragmatism, competence, and sobriety.
In the aftermath of the war in Iraq, they should be mindful of the
limits of U.S. power and the dangers that accompany eªorts to recast
the world in the United States’ image. To be sure, the West should
continue its eªorts to spread liberal democracy, strengthen the rule of
law,and enforce the protection of human rights.But democracies should
pursue these important goals as they usually have—through example,
economic incentives, diplomatic engagement, and regional integration.

Washington must learn to live patiently and comfortably in a
multipolar world of diverse regimes. To do so, it should pursue a
three-track strategy to reform existing international organizations.
The three priorities should be building up the capacity of regional
institutions so that they can better respond to local crises, enlarg-
ing the un Security Council so that it better represents the world’s
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new distribution of power, and transforming the g-8 (the body of
leading industrialized states) from a rudderless discussion group
into a purposeful concert of great powers.

Advocates of a league of democracies rightly argue that inter-
national institutions can be slow and ineªective. But reforming
regional institutions, not just global ones, has the considerable
potential to provide more rapid political and military action.
Proximity still matters, and the states most directly aªected by
developments in their regions are the ones most likely to incur the
risks and costs of responding. Nato and the eu are the premier
examples, but bodies such as asean, the Gulf Cooperation Council,
the African Union, and the South American trading bloc and defense
pact recently proposed by Brazil have much untapped potential.
Through economic assistance and technical training, the United
States and its allies should help regional organizations build up
their capacities for diplomatic intervention, peacekeeping, and
the promotion of human rights. The e⁄cacy of informal groupings
such as the six-party talks on North Korea and the “contact group”
for the Balkans also point to the need for greater reliance on task-
specific coalitions.

Advocates of a league are also right to argue that international
legitimacy matters. But the best way to enhance the legitimacy of the
international system is to reform the un Security Council, not side-
step it. Although it will be no easy task, the Security Council should
be enlarged.The most plausible proposals under consideration envisage
new seats for Brazil, Germany, India, and Japan, plus one or two for
states from the Islamic world and Africa (such as Egypt, Nigeria, or
South Africa). Even if a few illiberal regimes made the cut, expanding
the Security Council would still increase the representation of democ-
racies in its deliberations. It would give democracies more weight
in global governance and provide an opportunity for the council’s
democratic members to form a sizable caucus within the body, all
while enhancing the Security Council’s legitimacy by bringing more
nations and regions to the table.Although China and Russia would still
wield veto power, autocratic members of the Security Council would
find themselves decisively outnumbered and more regularly exposed
to the persuasive pressures of the democratic majority.

Charles A. Kupchan
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Finally, a third key goal must be to reform the g-8, turning the
forum into a core group in which the world’s most powerful can
get down to business. An enlarged Security Council might be
more representative, but it would also be more unwieldy. In contrast,
a smaller but more ambitious g-6, consisting only of the United
States, the eu, Japan, Russia, China, and India, could serve as a concert
of great powers, building consensus and facilitating cooperation
between democracies and autocracies.

This plan for reforming existing institutions not only is mind-
ful of the imperative of great-power cooperation but also would
yield many of the advantages that the proposal to establish a
league of democracies seeks but would fail to accomplish. History
may well prove to be on democracy’s side. But at least for now,
democracies will have to work with rising autocracies if they are
to tackle global challenges.∂
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After decades of stop-and-start growth and political disorder,
Brazil today seems poised to finally fulfill its long-unrealized potential
as a global player. The key features of Brazil’s awakening are widely
recognized: expanded exports, oil discoveries, financial stability,
low inflation, growing foreign and domestic investment, booming
consumer demand, social assistance focused on the neediest, and
democratic political cohesion. Brazil’s diverse economy is now founded
on strong sectors in oil, mining, agriculture, and, more recently,
biofuels—all of which have benefited from a combination of tech-
nological advancements and strong incentives for private investment.
The country now boasts a gdp of $1.58 trillion, which ranks in the
top ten worldwide.

Brazil’s ascendance is not the result of lucky breaks. Although
global factors, such as rising commodity prices and easy access to
foreign capital, have helped, there has been no tropical alchemy or
voodoo economics. The secret of Brazil’s current success lies in the
continuity of its sound economic and political management. Over
the past five years, under the leadership of President Luiz Inácio Lula
da Silva (known as Lula), Brazil has continued the market-friendly
economic policies begun by previous governments that tamed inflation
and stimulated private investment.

[ 1 10]

Brazil’s Big Moment

A South American Giant Wakes Up

Juan de Onis

Juan de Onis is a former correspondent for The New York Times and
the Los Angeles Times who lives in Brazil. He is the author of The Green
Cathedral: Sustainable Development of Amazonia.
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Still, Brazil remains a work in progress. Continued stability and
future growth will require avoiding the mistakes of the past while
finding new solutions to the problems that remain. These include
rampant corruption, stalled tax and labor reforms, low levels of domestic
saving, inadequate achievements in public education, and not enough
highly skilled labor.Successfully resolving such issues would allow Brazil’s
rise to continue, and Brazil—long viewed as a peripheral country—
would finally become a global player.

more than a petrostate
Brazil’s booming economic growth and newfound geopolitical
importance became especially clear last year with the discovery of
major new oil and gas deposits under the South Atlantic continental
shelf in Brazilian waters. An initial find in the Gulf of Santos was
quickly followed by others, and by mid-2008 it was being hailed as “a
new North Sea.” Industry estimates of Brazil’s oil reserves tripled, to
40 billion barrels, less than those of Iran, Iraq, Russia, Saudi Arabia, and
the United States but equivalent to those of Nigeria and Venezuela.
This placed Brazil in the ranks of the ten countries with the largest
oil reserves, making headlines in a world reeling from oil priced at
over $150 a barrel and fearful of another war in the Middle East.

It will take several years and at least $300 billion to bring the new-
found oil and gas into full production. These oªshore fields are the
deepest marine properties in the world, three to four miles below the sur-
face and covered by thick layers of salt. The cost of drilling and gath-
ering the oil is high, estimated at $60 a barrel.Still, the payoª for Brazil
in terms of energy security and economic growth will be enormous. Until
last year, Brazil was struggling to maintain self-su⁄ciency in oil, pro-
ducing two million barrels a day. The country’s supply of natural gas
depended on erratic imports from Bolivia. Now, Brazil stands to be a
major exporter of crude, self-su⁄cient in gas, and a provider of high-
value products from three large oil refineries currently under construc-
tion.With a coastline that starts at the border of French Guiana and ends
2,600 miles south when it meets Uruguay and with new exploratory
drilling under way by the state-owned oil company, Petrobras, and
more than 40 foreign oil companies, new finds are considered likely.
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Brazil’s status as South America’s fore-
most economic power can only be enhanced

by its oil discoveries. An abundant supply of
natural gas will fuel thermal power plants to

supplement Brazil’s predominantly hydroelectric
power system. Brazil’s consumption of electricity is

rising five to six percent a year to meet the demands of
heavy industry, urban residential consumers, and rural
electrification projects. Steel mills and other industries
dependent on energy, such as the aluminum industry,

stand to benefit.
New oil finds are not the only engine of Brazilian growth.

Brazil’s mining industry, too, is a world leader. This sector is led by
the formerly state-owned Vale, the world’s largest exporter of iron ore.
Since Vale was privatized in 1995, it has expanded globally, buying
nickel and copper producers in Canada and mining properties in Peru
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and across Africa, and has partnered with South Korean and Chinese
investors to develop steel mills at home. Now the mining powerhouse
is traded on stock exchanges around the world and competes with
global leaders in the industry. Following Vale’s lead, new private mining
developers are investing heavily in mineral resources and searching
for new deposits in Brazil’s relatively unexplored subsoil.

Thanks to a diversified economy, such developments hardly risk
turning Brazil into a petrostate, dependent on the export of oil and
a few other commodities for all its revenue. Brazil’s consumer mar-
ket is supplied by the country’s world-class
industries and market services, and Brazil
also boasts a dynamic agricultural sector.
Indeed, Brazil is a land of agricultural
plenty. Equivalent in size to the continental
United States, it is the largest tropical land-
mass in the world; more than 80 percent of
its territory falls within the intertropical zone
that straddles the equator.Thanks to a habitat that combines abundant
solar power, fresh water, tillable soils, and a warm climate, it can produce
agricultural crops year-round and has enough pastureland to maintain
the largest cattle population on earth.This production feeds a national
population of nearly 190 million, and a growing surplus generates a
substantial flow of exports.

Until 1950, Brazil played a limited role in world agriculture as “the
king of coªee.” Now, it is a world leader in the production of soybeans,
corn, sugar cane, animal proteins, cotton, orange juice, and tropical
fruits, as well as cellulose and wood products.The agricultural and live-
stock sector’s annual growth is currently over six percent, above national
gdp growth of five percent. That sector generates exports that in
2007 accounted for more than half of Brazil’s $40 billion trade surplus.
The surplus contributed to the accumulation of international reserves
of over $200 billion, making Brazil a net international creditor for
the first time.

Two relatively recent developments underlie this agricultural rev-
olution. One is the demographic shift in Brazil from a predominantly
rural population,poor but self-su⁄cient, to a population of city dwellers,
now 80 percent of the population, who demand low-cost food supplies.
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The second development is technological.Brazilian researchers learned
how to adapt exotic plant varieties and foreign animal species to their
tropical conditions.This know-how has led to impressive gains in yield
per acre, which have contributed more to raising output than has
the occupation of frontier lands that has been occurring in the central
western region. “Smart” agriculture now boosts the entire economy,
creating demand for fertilizer, farm machinery, transportation, and
processing facilities—all of which are receiving substantial investment.

The rise in the price of food staples has drawn attention to Brazil’s
potential as a global breadbasket. China and India are already major
customers for Brazilian soybeans.Russia, as well as western Europe and
the Middle East, consumes Brazilian chicken, pork, and beef. And as the
world’s largest sugar exporter, Brazil supplies sweet-toothed consumers
across the globe.With about 170 million acres now under cultivation with
annual and permanent crops and over 370 million acres in pastureland
in the country, agronomists see a potential shift in land use toward food
crops. Another 150 million acres of land suitable for cultivation or
planted forests are still left unused, often because of inadequate trans-
portation. No other country has such a large untapped reserve of land,
water, and farmers with the technology and expertise to add value to
natural resources. Farmers and ranchers have taken advantage of
abundant government incentives that have encouraged them to invest
in land and apply new technologies. With a large rural labor force,
Brazil will continue to grow as a food supplier to a hungry world.

clearing land, and the air?
Brazilian agriculture stands to benefit not only because of
demand for food but also because of its potential as a source of energy.
The surge in oil prices since 2007 has added an energy dimension to
Brazilian agriculture. Brazil is a world leader in biofuels, which oªer
a power-hungry world clean-energy alternatives.These include ethanol,
an alcohol fuel produced from sugar cane, as well as biodiesel, which
is extracted from oilseeds such as soybeans,palm nuts, and castor beans.
Both ethanol and biodiesel are now required components of fuels sold
at Brazilian gas stations. Both burn with lower emissions of carbon
dioxide than fossil fuels such as coal or oil. Multinational oil companies
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and others are investing billions in Brazilian sugar properties and
distilleries. Analysts believe that grain and oilseed production could
reach record levels in a few years and sugar-cane output could triple,
providing 85 billion gallons of ethanol. By financing foreign invest-
ments in refineries that use Brazilian sugar-alcohol technology, the
Brazilian Development Bank is actively pushing ethanol production
in Central America, which has preferential access to the U.S. market.
Brazil is also trying to break into European markets with sugar-cane
alcohol as an alternative fuel.

Ethanol has come under heavy attack from critics who see it as a
threat to food production and an ine⁄cient source of energy. But this
claim depends on which raw material is used
to distill the ethanol. The main source for
U.S.-made ethanol is corn, the price of which
has soared with the growing demand for
ethanol in the United States (where a high
tariª protects domestic output from lower-
cost imports). Brazil’s producers reply that
when sugar cane is the source, ethanol is produced at a lower cost and
with no accompanying reduction in food production because sugar cane
is produced in such high volumes and is not a primary source of food.

Environmental activists have also raised an outcry over biofuels,
blaming them for tropical deforestation associated with the expansion
of Brazil’s agricultural frontier. And to be sure, many new lands have
been brought into cultivation or converted to pastureland in what is
known in Brazil as Amazônia Legal, a division that covers 58 percent
of the country. (Amazônia Legal includes two distinct ecosystems,
the closed-canopy rain forest and the upland savanna known as the
cerrado, where the forest cover is light and the soil quality is suitable
for mechanized agriculture.) But Brazil’s sugar-cane production has
yet to aªect the sensitive forested areas.The government has pledged
to withhold financing for sugar cane planted on deforested land and,
if necessary, ban sugar-cane planting in the Amazonian ecosystem.

Although the deep Amazonian ecosystem of western Brazil is still
intact, there are serious concerns about the eastern perimeter, where
the agricultural frontier is advancing and where there is extensive
encroachment into areas that should be legally preserved. Loggers
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extract valuable timber; wildcat miners strip riverbeds of gold, tin,
and diamonds; and swarms of squatters clear plots to plant subsistence
crops. Many then sell out to ranchers who bring in cattle. It is literally
a wild west.

Controlling this area is a problem of governance. Brazil’s space
agency maps the advance of deforestation by remote sensing satellites,
and vigilant nongovernmental organizations monitor the evidence and
mount campaigns for a moratorium on deforestation. But the
federal and state environmental agencies charged with administering
vast protection areas, Native American reservations, and national
forests are woefully underfunded and understaªed. There are excellent
environmental protection laws that exist on paper, but they are
poorly implemented. There are frequent reports of corruption.

The issue of deforestation transcends the limits of Amazonia
because forest burning there for land clearance, which consumes
an area the size of Connecticut each year, is a major source of atmos-

pheric carbon emissions. Although Brazil’s
hydroelectric and ethanol energy matrix is
clean, providing 90 percent of the coun-
try’s electric power, the forest burning
makes Brazil the fourth-largest producer
of greenhouse gases in the world. This puts
Amazonian deforestation at the center of the
climate-change debate.An adequate response

is essential if Brazil is to establish credibility as a responsible member
of the international community.

The outlook is not entirely gloomy, however. Recent develop-
ments in the Amazonian region show that deforestation is acquiring
political importance. Governor Eduardo Braga, of the Amazonas
state, the largest in the region, has launched the Amazonas Sustain-
able Foundation in partnership with Brazil’s largest private bank,
Bradesco. The foundation supports 34 strategically placed forest
communities where local populations are paid a monthly stipend
to guard against deforestation. These communities will receive
technical assistance, bank loans, and marketing contracts for the
sale of forest products that provide employment but preserve the
natural environment.
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stop-and-go
If Brazil is to continue its economic success, it will have to overcome
a set of political obstacles.Political disorder has often prevented sustained
progress in Brazil’s recent history. In 1964, the Brazilian army toppled
an inept civilian government and imposed an authoritarian regime that
lasted 21 years. Although the military tolerated a limited legislative role
by an elected congress with an opposition party, repression of resistance
was violent. Initially, the military brought order to economic policy, and
by the early 1970s Brazil was enjoying an investment boom that
had pushed annual gdp growth to over ten percent. Large-scale
infrastructure projects, such as the Itaipu and Tucuruí hydroelectric
dams, fueled growth, and Brazil emerged as the undisputed industrial
leader in the region, earning the title “the Brazilian miracle.” But the
boom fell apart when oil prices doubled during the 1979 international
energy crisis. Brazil had taken on huge foreign debt without raising
its exports enough to pay the bill. In 1982, the economy contracted, and
three years later an elected civilian government replaced military rule.

With authoritarianism gone, new political parties blossomed.
The most important newcomers were the Workers’ Party (pt) and the
Brazilian Social Democratic Party (psdb).The pt is based on a union
movement that emerged with industrialization and financial services in
São Paulo. Brazil’s current president, Lula, was one of its founders. Born
dirt poor in the arid backlands of Pernambuco, Brazil’s Appalachia, he
migrated as an illiterate boy to São Paulo, where he became a blue-collar
factory worker. The psdb, on the other hand, is led by middle-class
professionals and academics.

The two parties are rivals, but both carry in their political dna
a history of opposing military rule and a commitment to democratic
government and social welfare.Competition between the ptand the psdb
has dominated Brazil’s political scene for over 20 years. Political polarity
began under the government of Tancredo Neves,who died before taking
o⁄ce in 1985, leaving the task of restoring democracy to a weak vice pres-
ident. Uncontrolled inflation and default on the foreign debt produced
an economic crisis and deep distrust of the government.The two parties
not in power, the pt and the psdb, gathered strength, but the election
of 1989 produced a surprise. A newcomer, Fernando Collor de Mello,
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an unknown but energetic young state governor, won the presidency
campaigning against corruption and for economic modernization.Collor,
an admirer of former British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, threw
open the economy to imports and began privatizing state enterprises.But
he failed to build a congressional base, and an opposition campaign, led
by the pt, resulted in his impeachment on corruption charges.

The stage was set for the first major showdown between the pt and
the psdb in 1994, with Lula running for president against Fernando
Henrique Cardoso, a respected sociologist who had been exiled for
several years under the military government before becoming finance
minister in a democratic one. Psdb economists, led by Cardoso, had
mounted a successful anti-inflation policy called the Real Plan. The
popularity of price stabilization among wage earners and housewives,
after years of hyperinflation, won the election for Cardoso.

Under Cardoso,the psdb continued privatization,ended the Petrobras
oil monopoly, granted railroad and highway concessions, and recovered
the national banking system, selling oª state banks. In the arena of social
policy, Cardoso developed a strong community health program; began
conditional income transfers to poor families, which kept their children
in school; and pushed agrarian reforms that settled 400,000 families on
subsistence plots. Cardoso won reelection in 1998, again defeating Lula.
But by 2002, the political tide had turned in favor of the pt. The econ-
omy had suªered a major setback as the result of an energy crisis in 2001
that aborted growth and raised unemployment. Cardoso could not run
again under a constitutional two-term limit, and the psdb coalition split.
The tenacious Lula won the presidency on his fourth try.

enter: lula
The prospect of a national government led by the pt alarmed the
financial world, because so many of Lula’s supporters hailed from
the left. Indeed, Lula often employed class-conscious rhetoric on the
campaign trail. But Lula pledged to honor contracts, respect private
property, exercise fiscal discipline, and pay oª Brazil’s foreign debt.
These commitments in hand, the Cardoso government obtained,
with U.S. backing, a $32 billion loan from the International Monetary
Fund that paved the way for a smooth takeover by Lula.

Juan de Onis

[ 1 18] foreign affairs . Volume 87 No. 6

110-122.qxd  9/16/08  7:15 PM  Page 118

Return to Table of Contents



Receives
FM Band

Receives
Shortwave Band

Receives
AM Band

Headphone
Jack

Alarm
Clock

Receives
Aircraft Band

G6 AVIATOR AM/FM/Aircraft Band/Shortwave 
Portable Radio with SSB (Single Side Band)

Grundig Radio Line By:

Celebrating America’s 50 years of Space Exploration

© Copyright 2008 Etón Corporation. All Rights Reserved. To order, please call us toll free at 1-800-793-6542 EXT. FA1108 
Buzz Aldrin, the astronaut logo and related rights are trademarks of StarBuzz Enterprises LLC (c) 2008. All rights reserved.

Available at:

U080336_FA_BUZZ.indd   1 9/17/08   8:31:56 AM

Return to Table of Contents

http://www.etoncorp.com


MIT PRESS JOURNALS  

238 Main Street, Cambridge, MA 02142 USA

tel: 617-253-2889  |  fax: 617-577-1545  |  US/Canada: 800-207-8354

h t t p : / / m i t p r e s s j o u r n a l s . o r g / w p j 

“The best policy journal 
in the country.” 

Lewis Lapham, Editor, Harper’s Magazine

“The real intellectual 
competition for Foreign Affairs.” 

Columbia Journalism Review

“I greatly value World Policy 
Journal for its independent 

and fresh articles, for its 
frequent skepticism about 

conventional wisdom.” 
Robert B. Silvers, Editor, 

New York Review of Books

“World Policy Journal can be 
relied upon for independent, 

incisive and arresting analysis.” 
Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr.

SUBSCRIBE TODAY.

The Life and Times of the Shah
By Gholam Reza Afkhami
This epic biography, a gripping insider’s account,
chronicles of the life and times of Mohammad
Reza Shah, the last Iranian monarch.

“Rises above common misconceptions to tell an
important story, one that forged the destiny of Iran
and changed the course of Middle East history.
There is no better book on the Shah.”

—Vali Nasr, author of The Shia Revival 
$34.95 hardcover

The State of the Middle East
An Atlas of Conflict and Resolution

BY DAN SMITH
Revised and Updated Edition

“Concise yet detailed…. The information contained
within these pages is easy to comprehend and is
essential knowledge for anyone wanting to better
understand the politics and history of this volatile
region.”—History in Review 
$19.95 paperback

The Price of Fear
The Truth behind the Financial War on Terror

BY IBRAHIM WARDE
New in Paperback—“A well-reasoned critique,
amounting to a stinging indictment, of the financial
‘war on terror’.”—Foreign Affairs
$16.95 paperback

The Middle East

At bookstores or www.ucpress.edu

118b_ADS.qxt  9/24/08  3:09 PM  Page 1

Return to Table of Contents

http://mitpressjournals.org/wpj
http://www.ucpress.edu


Once in o⁄ce, Lula continued the prudent economic policies begun
by the Real Plan. He named Henrique Meirelles, an international
banker, as head of the Central Bank, and despite cries of protest from
“developmentalist” critics, Meirelles has not flinched from raising
interest rates when necessary. Under Lula, fiscal surpluses to service
the federal debt have been higher than they were under the Cardoso
administration, and social spending has been financed by tax increases
instead of deficits.This orthodox fiscal management has been the key to
the consolidation of the free-market model of sustainable economic
development in Brazil.

Now midway into his second four-year term, Lula is enjoying rock-
star popularity, with approval ratings of over 60 percent. This is
unsurprising: his government’s sensible
economic policies have stimulated the boom
while bolstering a social welfare network that
now protects 11 million of the poorest
families from hunger. Foreign investment is
pouring in, not only because of Brazil’s
natural-resource endowment but because
private investors, and the banks that back
them, feel confident investing in Brazil (as
they do not about investing in today’s “pop-
ulist” Venezuela or Argentina). Meanwhile, Brazil’s notorious gap
between the rich and the poor has been steadily shrinking, with the
income of the poorest 20 percent of the population increasing as a
share of the country’s gdp.

Lula’s term ends in 2010, and Brazil is approaching a new moment
of political transition. Lula has repeatedly declared that he will not
seek reelection, which would require a constitutional amendment.The
next presidential campaign has already begun, and Lula has not yet
endorsed a successor. There are some signs that Brazilian politics in
the near future could be characterized by cooperation rather than the
polarity and paralysis of the past. The political season opened in
October with mayoral elections in Brazil’s 5,560 municipalities; the
results were watched closely to see if Lula’s personal popularity would
carry over to pt candidates.The old pt-psdb rivalry characterized the
race in São Paulo, where the pt candidate, Marta Suplicy, strongly
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backed by Lula, ran against the losing 2006 psdb presidential candidate,
Geraldo Alckmin. But this year’s elections also oªered a surprising
new twist. In Belo Horizonte, the capital of Minas Gerais, Lula backed
a candidate for mayor put forward jointly by the governor of Minas
Gerais, Aécio Neves, of the psdb, and the incumbent mayor, Fernando
Damata Pimentel, a pt stalwart. Depending on its success, this alliance
is expected to back Pimentel for governor of Minas Gerais in 2010,when
Neves may run to succeed Lula. Such bipartisanship could transform
the national political scene if it leads to cooperation between the pt
and the psdb on overdue reforms that Brazil needs in its tax structure,
social security system, labor laws, and political parties.

There is much work to be done. The present dispersal of political
power across 20 parties engaged in a perpetual scramble for public
money—through welfare benefits, subsidized credits, and government
jobs, payrolls, and contracts—breeds endemic corruption and waste
that holds back growth and productivity. Whereas China’s gdp grows
at ten percent annually and India’s at eight percent, Brazil’s growth
rate is only five percent. Brazil’s slow growth, in comparison to these
extra-large developing countries (which are, of course, also growing
from a lower base income), can be explained mostly by inflated gov-
ernment spending in proportion to investment. China, for instance,
invests at an annual rate of 40 percent of gdp and the government
consumes only 14 percent. In Brazil, investment is 18 percent of gdp
and government consumption is nearly 20 percent.

an opportunity for partnership
Historically, politically, and culturally, Brazil is part of the West.
It was for many decades a strong supporter of pan-Americanism,
the doctrine of Western Hemispheric cooperation sponsored by the
United States. During World War II, Brazil fought with the Allies,
and afterward it was one of the 46 nations that drafted the United
Nations Charter. But in the era of globalization, Brazil has shifted to
a more independent position, seeking to develop global ties while
building a regional trading bloc in South America.

During the overlapping presidencies of George W. Bush and Lula,
personal relations between the two leaders have been cordial, but little
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substantive progress has been made on key issues. Brazil has resisted
U.S. eªorts to negotiate a Free Trade Area of the Americas and has
pursued instead a vision of regional integration based on the South
American common market, Mercosur. When Brazil began pushing
ethanol as an international commodity, the United States erected
tariª barriers and subsidized its own corn-belt version. Brazil argued
strongly in the Doha Round of international trade negotiations for
reducing agricultural subsidies in the United States and the European
Union but came away with little. The climate-change debate on car-
bon reduction has left Brazil and the United States exchanging re-
criminations, far apart on how to contain deforestation in Amazonia.

Behind this failed agenda is an underlying resistance in the Brazilian
political psyche to any hint of subservience to the United States.
Brazilians have always cultivated a strong spirit of nationalism. For
example, during Brazil’s colonial period, when the country was part
of the Portuguese empire, settlers drove oª successive military incursions
by Dutch, French, and Spanish rivals seeking to establish footholds
in the huge, largely uninhabited territory.

Of course, nationalism can take many forms. One is an introverted,
defensive nationalism that exalts the exercise of sovereignty and seeks
to guard the national culture against alien influences. This type has
been a strong undercurrent in Brazilian politics, exemplified by the
1950s nationalist campaign that was led by the slogan “O petróleo é
nosso!” (The oil is ours!), which led to a state oil monopoly and a
ban on exploration in Brazil by foreign oil companies—an exclusion
reversed in 1995. The same attitude inspired the state-centered
telecommunications policies that left Brazil far behind in the global
technology revolution until they were abandoned and the sector was
opened to private investment, resulting in dramatic growth.

But there is another kind of nationalism, an outward-looking one,
which is the kind now taking hold in Brazil. The dream of being an
internationally respected country is one shared by many Brazilians.
There is a growing awareness that Brazil’s economic horizons extend
beyond its national borders. Brazilians take pride in the almost daily
announcements of acquisitions abroad by Brazilian multinational
companies, which are investing worldwide, from Africa, China, the
Middle East, and the United States to neighboring South American
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countries. Brazil’s regional status grew this year when São Paulo’s
stock and commodity exchanges merged to create one of the biggest
private capital markets in the world. A massive inflow of international
equity investment followed. Such market developments place Brazil
in the mainstream of the global economy, not on the periphery.

In the diplomatic arena, Brazil aspires to permanent membership
in the un Security Council, and it has provided the main military
contingent for the un peacekeeping force in Haiti. This context of a
more internationally active Brazil is favorable for building a mutually
beneficial U.S.-Brazilian partnership.At the head of the agenda should
be the ethanol issue. If the two countries can get on the same page in
promoting green-fuel alternatives as global commodities, that cooper-
ation would improve the prospects of their working together on climate-
change issues, such as the reduction of deforestation in Amazonia.

Global food supply is another area in which the United States and
Brazil could construct a partnership, in this case to help the world’s
most vulnerable countries, those in tropical Africa. If local solutions
are to be found for Africa’s chronic food deficiencies, Brazil’s expertise
in tropical agriculture, supported by international financing, could
prove vital. Embrapa, Brazil’s agricultural research agency, recently
opened an o⁄ce in Ghana and is providing technical missions to
other African countries. Petrobras is active in oªshore oil production in
Angola and Nigeria. Brazil’s mining giant, Vale, is building a railroad
in Mozambique to transport coal from an inland mine to a port on
the Indian Ocean. A Brazilian international contractor is planning a
1.5-gigawatt electric plant in Mozambique to electrify the rural interior
and export surplus power to South Africa.These initiatives involve food,
energy, education, poverty, and health—issues high on the African
agenda—and could benefit from a combination of Brazilian know-how
and U.S. public and private financing.

The United States, then, should construct a strategic partnership
with Brazil on the basis of common interests regarding energy, food,
climate change, and regional security. With a new administration taking
over in Washington next year and Brazil electing a new government in
2010, it is time to rethink relations between the two great democracies,
North and South, that anchor the Western Hemisphere.∂

Juan de Onis
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Sponsored Section 1

In the year 1833, a presidential envoy named 
Edmund Roberts traveled to the Royal City of 
Sia-Yut’hia, commonly known as Bangkok, to 
sign a Treaty of Amity and Commerce with His 

Majesty Rama III, the magnificent King of Siam. It 
marked the first-ever treaty between the United 
States of America and an Asian nation, establish-
ing that the citizens of both nations be in perpetu-
al peace with each other and that they “shall, with 
sincerity, hold commercial intercourse in the Ports 
of their respective nations, as long as Heaven and 
Earth shall endure.”

During a recent visit to that very same city, 
President George W. Bush marked the 175th an-
niversary of that historic occasion, vowing to en-
hance bilateral relations, as the country assumed 
chairmanship of the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN). “We support Thailand’s 
efforts to reduce trade barriers, expand econom-
ic opportunity, and help Southeast Asia grow in 
hope.” President Bush’s remarks underlined the 
continued importance of U.S.-Thai ties; in 2007, 
bilateral trade amounted to approximately $31.2 
billion. The United States remains the number-one 
export market for Thailand (around $22.75 billion 
last year) and second-largest supplier after Japan. 
Over the past decades, the trade balance on every-
thing from textiles to rice to automobiles has been 
positive for Thailand. 

ENDURING STRENGTH
Faced with worldwide recessionary phenom-

ena, to what extent can Thailand weather the eco-
nomic storm? Rising oil and consumer-goods pric-
es may have become a serious domestic challenge; 
however, Mr. Ampon Kittiampon of the National 
Economic and Social Development Board (NESDB) 
sees Thailand’s macroeconomic fundamentals as 

the main strength in overcoming the global fi-
nancial turmoil. “Foreign investors are looking at 
how countries like Thailand survive the shock of 
inflationary pressures”, says the board’s secretary-
general. Fears of inflation hitting double-digit rates 
circulated throughout 2008, but were quelled by 
interest-rate increases. “The diversification of the 
energy matrix and implementation of autonomous 
fiscal and monetary policies by the Ministry of Fi-
nance and the Bank of Thailand are proof that we 
can survive.”

Dr. Twatchai Yongkittikul, secretary-general 
of the Thai Bankers Association, sees these rate 
raises as an effective curbing agent. “As an econ-
omist I believe that at this juncture, targeting 
inflation is more important because in June and 
July we had extremely high rates and if we don’t 
prevent it from further escalating we would have 
typically spiraling inflation in which the costs of 
labor, production, and food supply would suffer 
great pressure.” 

Despite slowing growth, the Thai economy still 
managed to expand by 5.3 percent in the three 
months up to June 30, 2008. Thailand’s agricul-
tural surplus increased farmers’ income, soften-
ing the effect of inflation on domestic consump-
tion. In addition, the government is promoting 
ethanol production from sugarcane, cassava, and 
biodiesel from palm oil to lessen the dependency 
on heavily imported fossil fuels. NESDB’s Ampon 
Kittiampon predicts GDP growth may even hit 5.8 
percent this year, in spite of the country’s ongoing 
political adjustments. “This is not a miracle. It is 
growth based on the structure and the long-term 
vision of previous governments. We are building 
a development system that will bring the core 
economics to move forward,” states Kittiampon, 
setting a celebratory foundation for an additional 
175 years of cooperation. 

Asian Gateway:
Thailand celebrates 175
years of U.S.-Thai relations
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Sponsored Section 3

Hungry for Energy,
Thailand Discovers New Recipes

Thailand’s economic boom, like that of so many 
other developing nations, has depended on 
— and continues to lay great demands on—
energy supply. Not being blessed with copious 

reserves of fossil fuel has, however, turned the issue 
of growth into a serious challenge. “Thailand is a net 
oil importing country and an energy-defi cit nation,” 
explains Dr. Kurujit Nakornthap, deputy permanent 
secretary of the Energy Ministry. “More than 64 per-
cent of our energy needs are imported.” Thus, fi nding 
alternative solutions has become a daily quest for the 
Thai government and energy industry. In doing so, it 
has pioneered some highly successful fuel models.

With the industrial and transportation sectors be-
ing the most energy-intensive consumers (28 percent 
and 21 percent, respectively) they have automatically 
become the center of focus. Natural gas for vehicles 
(NGV) was introduced as far back as 1984 by PTT Pub-
lic Company Limited, the national energy company. 
The Ministry of Transport is upbeat about its plan 
to lease 6,000 new, air-conditioned, NGV-powered 
buses to improve the public transport service start-
ing in 2009. In addition, the country has been mass-
producing and innovating gasohol, a blend of gaso-
line and ethanol, which does not require extensive 
modifi cations to existing cars and which is sourced 
from second-generation crops such as cassava and 
sugar cane using only biomass remnants so as not to 
diminish food supplies. The amount of gasohol being 
used in Thailand is now up to eight million liters per 
day, constituting a 40 percent market penetration. 
“We have been quite successful and very proud that 
our gasohol has been so widely accepted,” says Dr. 
Nakornthap. “I think we can claim to be leaders in the 
promotion of these two substances in Asia.”

Thailand is now considering upping the ethanol 
content in gasohol to 85 percent from its current 5 
to 10 percent. Senator General Lertrat Ratanavanich, 
of the Senate of Thailand’s Energy Committee, reveals 
that incentives for the production of “fl exible-fuel 
vehicles” will soon be introduced, with many foreign 
car manufacturers preparing to benefi t from these 
measures. “We need automotive companies that 
are willing to produce fl ex-fuel vehicles in Thailand. 
American companies coming to our country should 
focus on that sector.” Other investment incentives for 

energy-effi ciency sectors exist in biodiesel, biogas, 
wind, and solar power. This may well give Thailand an 
edge in becoming a regional electricity and gas hub, 
as Deputy Permanent Secretary Nakornthap points 
out. “Slowly, we are also becoming a center for supply 
and demand of natural gas. We are a robust economy, 
hungry for energy, and we adopt a liberalized policy 
and a free market with connections to Malaysia, Laos, 
Vietnam, and Cambodia.”

PTT’S ONGOING SUCCESS
Leading these developments for the past thirty 

years has been the privatized and Stock Exchange 
of Thailand (SET)–listed PTT Public Company Limited. 
Currently ranked 135 in the Fortune 500, PTT has a 
combined market capitalization of around $49 billion, 
or 17 percent of the country’s GDP. PTT has built up a 
reputation for focusing on and pioneering alternative 
and renewable energy solutions, all the while com-
mitting to good corporate governance and corporate 
social responsibility. In fact, its efforts, together with 
previous governments, of bringing liquefi ed petro-
leum gas (LPG) to consumers at subsidized prices cre-
ated so much demand that early this year Thailand 
transformed from an LPG exporter into an importer. 

“The current government has now recognized this 
problem and is developing action plans to properly 
manage and gradually increase the domestic price for 
LPG to refl ect world prices,” clarifi es Prasert Bunsum-
pun, president of PTT. “Our aspiration is to become a 
Fortune 100 company by 2012–2020. To reach such 
an aspiration we need to increase our revenues 15 
percent per year on average. One of our key strategies 
to drive growth is strategic mergers and acquisitions. 
We are considering all opportunities domestically and 
globally in exploration and production, petrochemical 
and refi ning businesses.”

The race for green energies plays a central role 
in building PTT into the premier Thai multinational. 
Diversifi cation plans include focusing on bioethanol, 
bioplastics, hydropower, and water management, as 
well as constructing the fi rst liquefi ed natural gas 
(LNG) regasifi cation terminal as a supplement to 
domestic gas supply. “PTT supports the Thai society 
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and economy in forging their way to a sustainable 
future,” says Bunsumpun. “In striving for green en-
ergies and supporting environmental friendliness, 
PTT has embarked on several initiatives and develop-
mental projects, including Gasohol E10, E20, and E85 
(percentage equivalent), second-generation crops for 
the production of ethanol and biodiesel, particularly 
from biomass such as rice straw, bagasses and saw-
dust, and collaboration with vehicle manufacturers in 
research and development (R&D).”

PTT’s most recent R&D partnership in this field is 
the Collaborative Research Project on Advanced En-
ergy Technology, with General Motors. Initially the 
cooperation will focus on cellulosic ethanol, followed 
by a wide spectrum of advanced energy technologies 
that have a minimum environmental impact as their 
aimed result. 

A remarkable development among PTT’s various 
biofuel projects is the investigation into utilizing al-

gae for the production of biodiesel. “Algae is one of 
the most promising sources in view of its availability 
and accessibility, its much higher oil yield compared 
to that of other crops or oil seeds, and its ability to di-
gest pollutants,” explains PTT’s president. Research is 
therefore being expedited in collaboration with both 
the academic and industrial sectors in an effort to 
strike yet another breakthrough in the production of 
cost-effective biodiesel on a sustainable basis. 

“Throughout our thirty years of existence, our as-
sorted activities have continued unabated,” stresses 
Prasert Bunsumpun, his vision firmly fixed on the fu-
ture. “The same can be said of our mission to fortify 
Thailand’s energy security. As part of Thai society, PTT 
is determined to foster a body of knowledge derived 
from business operation and experience for the ben-
efit of all Thais.” With PTT’s increased activities on the 
international stage, this may very well lead to ben-
efits for every world citizen.  

Ever since the Treaty of Amity and Com-
merce was signed 175 years ago, Thailand 
has been a prime destination for American 
and foreign investment in Asia. But even 

the most popular destinations have their ebbs 
and flows. Having recently gone though a period 
of political uncertainty, Thailand’s government has 
sought to restore confidence among newcomers by 
declaring 2008–2009 “Thailand Investment Year.”   

“The idea is to strengthen the sectors in which 
we are already competitive,” explains Satit Chanja-
vanakul, secretary-general of the Board of Invest-
ment (BOI). As an example, he earmarks the elec-
tronic and automotive industries as hotbeds of new 
initiatives. “2007 was the first year when produc-
tion of cars was directed more to exports than the 
domestic market, with 53 percent being exported. 
Similarly, about 40 percent of the world’s hard disk 
drive production now comes from Thailand. When 
we develop these sectors into an economy of scale, 
then they become clusters and it becomes even 
easier to attract more investors.”

According to BOI, established companies see the 
long-term benefits of competitive business opera-

tions, cost of production, skilled labor, exemplary 
infrastructure, and growing demand. In parallel, 
policies as well as laws and regulations pertain-
ing to investment have remained consistent. New 
initiatives to boost confidence include an invest-
ment fair—expected to attract 1,200 participants—
to show the progress of mega-projects worth $45 
billion, and an NESDB initiative named Vision 2027 
with a big focus on green energy, human resourc-
es, health care, global warming, and technology. 
“In the next ten to twenty years, this region will no 
longer be a producer of commodities,” says NES-
DB’s Ampon Kittiampon. “We have to move into 
the knowledge-based society, into the era of value 
creation.” 

Thailand Investment Year:
A Call for Confidence
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Arrested Development

Making Foreign Aid a More Effective Tool

J. Brian Atwood, M. Peter McPherson, 
and Andrew Natsios

Washington’s foreign aid programs have improved in many
ways during the Bush presidency. O⁄cial development assistance has
increased from $10 billion in 2000 to $22 billion in 2008, funding two
dozen presidential initiatives, many of them innovative and ground-
breaking. At the same time, however, the organizational structures and
statutes governing these programs have become chaotic and incoherent
thanks to 20 years of accumulated neglect by both Republicans and
Democrats in the executive and legislative branches. The president
has elevated development to a theoretically equal place with defense
and diplomacy in what is considered the new paradigm of national
power: “the three Ds.” But this vision has not been realized because
of organizational and programmatic chaos.The Defense Department’s
massive staª has assumed roles that should be performed by the State
Department and the U.S. Agency for International Development
(usaid), and the Pentagon’s $600 billion budget has eclipsed those of
the civilian agencies.

[ 123]

J . Brian Atwood is Dean of the Hubert H. Humphrey Institute
of Public Aªairs at the University of Minnesota and was Administrator of
USAID from 1993 to 1999. M. Peter McPherson is President of the
National Association of State Universities and Land-Grant Colleges;
he was President of Michigan State University from 1993 to 2004 and
Administrator of USAID from 1981 to 1986. Andrew Natsios is
Distinguished Professor in the Practice of Diplomacy at Georgetown
University and a Senior Fellow at the Hudson Institute; he was Adminis-
trator of USAID from 2001 to 2005.

123-132.qxd  9/16/08  7:17 PM  Page 123

Return to Table of Contents



The Pentagon recognizes this problem. In November 2007, Sec-
retary of Defense Robert Gates called for a “dramatic increase in
spending on the civilian instruments of national security.” Gates
pointed to the “asymmetric-warfare challenge” U.S. forces face in
the field and insisted that “success will be less a matter of imposing
one’s will and more a function of shaping the behavior of friends,
adversaries, and, most importantly, the people in between.” In
March 2008, retired Marine Corps General Anthony Zinni and
Navy Admiral Leighton Smith, representing a group of more than
50 retired flag and general o⁄cers, testified before the Senate Foreign
Relations Committee in support of a budget increase for the State
Department and usaid. Zinni and Smith said, “We know that the
‘enemies’ in the world today are actually conditions—poverty,
infectious disease, political turmoil and corruption, environmental
and energy challenges.”

The U.S. foreign assistance program has traditionally sought
to support U.S. national security and promote economic growth,
poverty reduction, and humanitarian relief abroad. Modern foreign
aid eªorts began with the Marshall Plan, which was justified as a
national security measure, a humanitarian contribution, and an eªort
to build markets for U.S. exports. In the intervening years, the policy
rationale for aid has not changed much, and it remains as compelling
now as it was then.

Eªective foreign aid programs, therefore, can and should be a
crucial component of U.S. foreign policy. To ensure that taxpayer
dollars are well spent on a single, coherent foreign aid bureaucracy
under one chain of command, the next president will have to push
through major institutional reforms. But as many recent studies have
demonstrated, U.S. development eªorts lack coherent policy guidance
and are spread across myriad agencies with little coordination among
them. Such a sad state of aªairs did not always exist. We can testify
to this from our own experience, having collectively run usaid for
16 years, under both Democratic and Republican administrations.
We share the concern that our civilian capacities have eroded at a time
when they are most needed.The United States cannot win the hearts
and minds of the world’s people with only an anemic usaid presence
in the developing world.The situation will not improve without sensible
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presidential leadership to support an independent, vigorous, and re-
structured usaid or a new federal department devoted to development.

downsizing development
During the Cold War, usaid’s presence abroad was far more
significant than it is today. Leaders realized that the agency’s staª
was one of the most powerful instruments of soft power the U.S. gov-
ernment had at its disposal. In many places, usaid is the most visible
face of the U.S. government; its influence at the level of civil society
is far greater than the State Department’s or the Pentagon’s, whose
representatives tend to remain in capital cities. Usaid o⁄cers have
daily interactions with civil-society leaders, government o⁄cials,
members of local legislative bodies, businesspeople, and ministries
that deal with development issues.

For much of its existence, usaid had substantial resources and
autonomy, but in recent decades these have largely been stripped
away. For example, the State Department was given responsibility for
U.S. foreign assistance programs in central and eastern Europe in
1989 and in the former Soviet Union in 1992, with usaid placed in a
subordinate role. Eventually, in 2001, the State Department took
over usaid’s account and its direct relationship with the O⁄ce of
Management and Budget. As a result, usaid lost staª, programmatic
flexibility, and influence with Congress,other government departments,
other aid donors, and recipient nations.

Policymakers began to look for other vehicles to implement their
development initiatives.When the Millennium Challenge Corporation
was set up in 2004, the secretary of state—rather than the usaid
administrator—was named to chair it.At first, the mcc was discouraged
from even working with usaid; when the President’s Emergency
Plan for aids Relief (pepfar) was set up in 2003, it was placed in the
State Department, with usaid and the Department of Health and
Human Services given only supporting roles.

Many new players in the foreign assistance arena—the Centers for
Disease Control, the mcc, and now even the Defense Department,
through its new Africa Command—have created independent organi-
zational structures to carry out their programs. Not surprisingly, this
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has led to policy incoherence, a lack of integration across programs
and issue areas, ine⁄cient and overlapping bureaucracies, and endless
conflicts over roles and responsibilities—not to mention confusion

among recipients and among other donors
about who represents Washington on develop-
ment issues. These new development players
are now even using the same contractors as
usaid. All of this organizational chaos has
significantly increased the costs of imple-
menting foreign aid programs, delayed their
implementation, and reduced their impact.
There is no evidence that this broad array of

new development agencies has done any better than the old, more
unified usaid, and much evidence that this organizational structure
has done worse.

The most recent reorganization of Washington’s development
apparatus was announced in 2006. Usaid was eªectively folded
into the State Department and given its allocations through a State
Department–controlled budget process, and its administrator was
asked to wear two bureaucratic hats: director of foreign assistance
at the State Department and head of usaid. Many thought this
was a mistake.The practical and policy problems that have resulted
have only confirmed their views. Dozens of studies on foreign aid
show that aid programs rarely succeed when they are not customized
to the poor countries they are designed to help and built on local
ownership.The centralization of the U.S. government’s aid programs
in Washington may satisfy the needs of key players in both the exec-
utive and the legislative branches for command and control, but it
increases the risk of program failure and invites attacks from critics,
who insist foreign aid is ineªective.

Usaid has also suªered over the years from crippling staª cuts.
In 1980, the agency had 4,058 permanent American employees. By
2008, the number had dropped to 2,200. Resources for staª training
were also slashed dramatically. These cuts have had several detrimental
eªects. Most important, they forced the closing of 26 overseas missions
in the 1990s. Usaid’s field presence used to be a real source of strength
for the United States. Other countries often looked to the agency for
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leadership and donor coordination on the ground, and usaid’s decen-
tralized structure made its programs more responsive to local conditions
and needs and allowed the agency to move faster than its foreign
counterparts. Downsizing also resulted in a dramatic loss of technical
expertise. For example, the agency now has only six engineers and
16 agriculture experts, far fewer than in the 1980s.

The reduced staª and loss of expertise has limited the agency’s
technical competency and its managerial control over projects,
making usaid increasingly dependent on larger and larger grants
and contracts to spend its budget. This has transformed usaid from
a creative, proactive, and technically skilled organization focused
on implementation to a contracting and grant-making agency. This,
in turn, has translated into less policy coherence, reduced flexibility,
diminished leverage with other donors, and an increasingly risk-
averse bureaucracy.

On a policy level, meanwhile, large presidential initiatives and
congressional earmarks for health care, hiv/aids, k–12 education,
microfinance, and the environment have in recent years crowded
out other development interventions, such
as anticorruption measures, agricultural
assistance, democracy-promotion programs,
and infrastructure-enhancement measures.
The narrower, more focused programs are
politically appealing because they appear
to have a direct, measurable impact on
identifiable individuals. But such a concen-
tration on the short-term delivery of goods
and services comes at the expense of build-
ing sustainable institutions that promote long-term development.
For example, resources devoted to postconflict transitions now exceed
development investments in peaceful nations. And the transfer of
goods and services, such as in pepfar, has not always included the
long-term human and institutional infrastructure so important to
sustaining an eªort. (Thankfully, the congressional reauthorization
of pepfar recently signed by President George W. Bush requires
the training of more than 100,000 local health-care workers in de-
veloping countries.)
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The impact of this approach to development can best be under-
stood at the country level. Ethiopia, one of the poorest countries
in the world, has a largely agricultural economy and suªers from
periodic famines. Yet in 2007, about 50 percent of U.S. assistance
to Ethiopia went to hiv/aids prevention, 38 percent to emergency
food relief, and 7 percent to child survival, family planning, and
malaria prevention and treatment. Only 1.5 percent went to agricul-
ture, 1.5 percent to economic growth, 1.5 percent to education, and
1 percent to improving governance. Such distorted profiles of devel-
opment aid are unfortunately quite common. Strategic needs on the
ground should dictate the nature of the programs, but currently, allo-
cation decisions are determined by earmarks, presidential initiatives,
or diplomatic pressures.

reconstructing aid
The problems with current U.S. development eªorts cannot be
fixed without major organizational reforms. The time has come to
recognize that the semimerger of usaid and the State Department
has not worked. The missions and personnel requirements of the
two organizations are diªerent. The State Department often has
to deal with pressing issues and naturally views development dollars
as only one of the possible tools at hand. State Department o⁄cers are
superb diplomats, negotiators, political observers, and policy analysts.
Usaid, in contrast, is an operational and program-management
agency focused on achieving sustainable economic growth abroad;
its staªers are aid professionals with the technical and managerial
skills to get their work done. With usaid and the State Department
merged, the urgency of the State Department’s mission and the
collective mindset of its personnel end up dominating, to the detriment
of the development agenda. The problem lies not in individuals
but in clashing organizational cultures, management systems, and
time horizons.

There are two proposed approaches to fixing the problem: inte-
grating usaid even more completely into the State Department
and granting it significantly more independence, either as its own
cabinet-level department or as a strong autonomous agency whose
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head reports directly to the secretary of state.The first option would
make things even worse than they are now. In a full merger with
the State Department, usaid would lose its development mission
altogether, as that mission would continually lose out to the State
Department’s more traditional diplomatic priorities. The right
approach is to find some way of restoring usaid’s autonomy and vitality.
The real question is whether usaid should be an independent agency
reporting to the secretary of state or a new cabinet department. Both
routes have advantages and disadvantages, but either would be prefer-
able to the current setup.

A cabinet-level department would give usaid much greater
stature and allow it to influence policy on trade, investment, and the
environment while improving existing assistance programs. This
approach is the predominant model used in wealthy donor countries.
The United Kingdom moved in this direction in the mid-1990s.The
United Kingdom’s Department for International Development
has used its perch to achieve greater influence on development mat-
ters throughout the British government by helping to shape trade,
finance, and environmental policy at the cabinet level. As a result,
the Department for International Development has become the most
prominent government aid agency in the world, even though London
spends far less on aid than Washington does.

The chief argument against a cabinet-level development depart-
ment in the United States is that the secretary of state needs to have
some policy involvement and oversight when it comes to foreign
aid. Moreover, the secretary of state is always going to be a more
powerful member of the cabinet than a development czar. Usaid
often relies on the active support of the secretary of state in order
to get the funding and legislation it needs to carry out its mission.
For these reasons, many observers believe that a strong agency report-
ing to the secretary of state would be preferable.

Regardless of which option the next administration chooses, there
are several policies that must be implemented in order to strengthen
the United States’ development capabilities. First, the new usaid
must have budgetary independence, and its operating account—
which pays for buildings, salaries, and technology—should be
dramatically increased in order to boost the size of the permanent
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staª, invest in training, and increase the agency’s technical expertise.
This will enable the new usaid to reopen missions that were perma-
nently closed and to staª them adequately.

Second, the head of the new usaid should be a statutory member
of the National Security Council and serve as part of the president’s
international economic advisory team on the National Economic
Council.There are compelling security and macroeconomic arguments
for foreign aid. As Paul Collier’s acclaimed book The Bottom Billion
demonstrates, countries with high poverty rates descend into civil
war far more often than more prosperous nations. These conflicts
kill thousands and destroy the political and economic institutions
of the states in which they occur, leaving the international community
to pick up the enormous tab for rescue, relief, and reconstruction.
Likewise, development success is closely related to investment, trade,
and finance policies; U.S. policy and developing-country policies on
these matters are as important as the volume of foreign assistance.
U.S. agricultural subsidies, trade protectionism, and subsidies for
ethanol all hurt poor countries by distorting food markets. Yet within
the U.S. government, decisions concerning international trade
and finance are all too often made without any regard for reducing
poverty or stimulating economic growth in poor countries. Making
the new usaid an integral part of the interagency process would
allow it to influence policymaking and take direction from the
State Department, the Pentagon, and other agencies on matters
involving foreign policy and national security. It would be a two-
way street.

Third, the new usaid will need a new congressional mandate.
The Foreign Assistance Act of 1961—which has not been
amended in any meaningful way since 1985—is a Cold War artifact
that has become obsolete. The eligibility criteria for the mcc could
serve as the basis for new legislation. The mcc uses 17 indicators in
three broad development categories—“ruling justly, economic
freedom, and investing in people”—to determine a nation’s eligibility
to receive development aid. A new congressional mandate would
make the executive branch accountable for results and provide a
new framework for legislators who wish to earmark funds for
specific purposes.

J. Brian Atwood, M. Peter McPherson, and Andrew Natsios
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civilian casualties
As the division of labor among the Pentagon, the State Department,
and usaid has become blurred, military bureaucracies have eclipsed
their civilian counterparts, thanks largely to their vastly greater
resources and greater organizational capacity. Few in Washington,
including Secretary Gates, like this situation or think it serves U.S.
interests. But nothing will change unless the next president works
with Congress to oversee significant institutional reform. Revitalizing
the U.S. approach to development assistance should be viewed as
a crucial part of the broader eªort to revitalize the government’s
civilian institutional capacities.

To streamline and strengthen the State Department bureaucracy
and restore usaid’s authority over aid programs, all humanitarian and
development programs now assigned to the State Department—such
as refugee programs, pepfar, and the programs implemented by the
new bureau for postconflict reconstruction—should be placed under
the aegis of the new usaid. Likewise, democracy-promotion programs
and the Defense Department’s aid programs around the world should
largely return to civilian control, with the relevant authority and
resources assigned to the new usaid. Many cabinet departments
understandably have policy interests abroad, but those interests should
not include managing their own, independent foreign aid programs.
From the early 1960s to 1992, the O⁄ce of Management and Budget
aggressively enforced a rule mandating that all foreign aid programs
and spending must go through usaid (except when usaid chose to
contract with other federal agencies in cases for which it lacked
specific technical expertise). It is time to return to that model.

Furthermore, the head of the new usaid must have the authority
to devise an overall U.S. government strategy on humanitarian and
development programs and to coordinate the activities of other depart-
ments at the global, country, and regional levels. In addition to presiding
over a White House interagency committee on foreign assistance, the
new usaid’s head (instead of the secretary of state) should chair
the mcc board. The mcc is one of the United States’ most innovative
foreign aid programs; it is free of earmarks and promotes genuine
partnership with recipient countries.The mcc should be protected from
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political pressures in Washington that might compromise its eligibility
criteria. At the same time, a new, strengthened usaid should be given
the authority to help recipient nations design proposals, facilitate the
implementation of programs, and evaluate their eªectiveness.

Finally, the next president should establish a civilian equivalent
to the Joint Chiefs of Staª that would include the most senior career
o⁄cers of the State Department, the new usaid, the Treasury
Department, and the O⁄ce of the U.S.Trade Representative. Chaired
by a senior Foreign Service o⁄cer, this statutory institution would
oªer advice to the political leadership on diplomacy, development,
and crisis prevention. This group would also provide a source of
independent judgment on development issues to agency heads and
to the National Security Council, just as the Joint Chiefs do on
military matters.

Of course, there will be areas of overlapping jurisdiction between
the defense, diplomatic, and development institutions. One example
is the provision of security assistance in countries recovering from
conflict; in these di⁄cult environments, the State Department’s
diplomatic mission is crucial, and the Defense Department is needed
for training and logistics. The key is who controls the money for
noncombat activities. This authority belongs with the diplomatic
mission. But when foreign aid payments are involved, the authority
should rest squarely with the new, revamped usaid, whether it attains
the status of a cabinet-level department or simply greater autonomy
as an agency reporting to the secretary of state.

It is o⁄cial U.S. policy to build strong and eªective defense,
diplomatic, and development institutions working together to advance
U.S. national security and foreign policy. This goal has not yet been
achieved. The civilian agencies today are simply not capable of
pulling their weight. The next president will have to dramatically
overhaul the foreign aid establishment during his first year.The United
States’ national security and its global leadership position will depend
on it.∂

J. Brian Atwood, M. Peter McPherson, and Andrew Natsios

[ 132] foreign affairs . Volume 87 No. 6

123-132.qxd  9/16/08  7:17 PM  Page 132

Return to Table of Contents



Freight Pain

The Rise and Fall of Globalization

Marc Levinson

As politicians blame international trade for closed car-parts
factories in Ohio, shuttered furniture plants in the Carolinas, and the
arrival of deadly pet food from China, discomfort with the global
economy is growing throughout the United States. A 2007 survey
by the Pew Research Center found that only 59 percent of Americans
polled thought that trade was good for their country—down 19 per-
centage points since 2002. Yet even as Americans lament too much
globalization, they are in fact on the verge of facing the opposite
dilemma: too little.Two factors are driving the retreat of globalization:
rising transportation costs and diminishing reliability, both of which
are causing long-distance supply chains to lose appeal. Companies
that provide American and European customers with goods made in
Asia are rethinking their business models and seeking ways to shorten
the distance between the factory floor and the store shelf. Although
international trade in manufactured goods will continue to expand, its
rate of growth is likely to be far lower than the double-digit average
of the past four decades. The world is not so flat after all.

The end of globalization’s golden age will have major political and
economic implications.“Deindustrialization” is likely to fade as a domes-
tic political issue as the recent wave of factory closures in the United
States yields to a tide of openings and expansions. Although automated
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production makes a big recovery in assembly-line work unlikely, the
rebound in manufacturing will bring new jobs in plant-level mainte-
nance and technical tasks. Industrial unions may even regain a bit of
the bargaining power they have lost since the 1970s. Consumers, who
have grown accustomed to seeing imports drive down the prices
of clothing, furniture, toys, and appliances, may be unhappy when
imports become costlier. The Federal Reserve’s job of maintaining
price stability may become harder as domestic prices are no longer
held so tightly in check by the influx of cheap goods from abroad.
And if international trade becomes less important, the incentives for
close cooperation between major trading partners, such as the United
States and China, may weaken as well.

goodbye, globalization
The process now known as globalization was made possible by a
decline in the cost of moving goods. Before the late 1960s, transport
added anywhere from 10 to 25 percent to the cost of imports, eªectively
serving as a barrier to trade. Even though wages in Asian and Latin
American countries were lower than those in the United States, U.S.
imports from those regions were quite modest because the expense of
transport exceeded the savings on labor.

That began to change in 1966 with the use of containers on interna-
tional shipping routes. A single big box made unnecessary the repeated
loading and unloading of individual cartons and crates and slashed the
single biggest expense in freight transportation.Then,starting in the late
1970s, freight deregulation brought an end to a system in which all ship-
pers paid an o⁄cially published price and received their goods whenever
the transportation carrier got around to delivering them. Deregulation
permitted the negotiation of contracts between shippers and carriers that
specified rates, delivery schedules, and the frequency of service, so
that a big U.S. retailer could bargain for a low rate and be confident that,
for example, toys made in China would arrive in time for the holiday
season.Starting in the 1980s, sharp declines in rates for air freight, thanks
to the international expansion of small-package delivery services, made
it economically viable to assemble a laptop computer in Taipei and de-
liver it in Atlanta two days later.Cheaper transport, combined with lower
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tariªs and technological advances, turned low-wage countries into work-
shops serving wealthy markets in Europe, Japan, and North America.

Many of these goods are not finished products but rather components
and semifinished merchandise—industrial chemicals, semiconductors,
electric motors—that are made in one country and then shipped to
another for further processing. The supply lines needed to deliver
these components cheaply to the right factory at the right time are
not publicized by the companies that use them and are invisible to
consumers, but they form the backbone of the global economy. Since
the late 1980s, they have functioned so e⁄ciently that U.S. manu-
facturers have not hesitated to import critical parts from thousands
of miles away, confident that they could meet their needs as reliably
with goods from Shenzhen as from St. Louis.

That globalization process is now beginning to shift into reverse.
Because international freight transport is becoming more expensive
and less reliable, companies are reconsidering whether it makes sense
to depend on products made half a world away. Global sourcing is
starting to lose much of its allure.

Energy prices are one piece of the story. The cost of international air
freight to the United States, for example, has jumped 17 percent over the
past year due to the near doubling of the price of jet fuel. Rates for ship-
ping containers by sea are up around 15 percent since last year, as shipping
lines have hit their clients with a variety of rate hikes and surcharges and
ship owners have slowed down their vessels to reduce fuel consumption.
Once an imported container reaches the United States, moving it
across the country by rail costs 25 percent more than it did a year ago.

But the challenges go far beyond the price of oil. Even if the price
of crude oil were to drop below $60 a barrel, where it was at the start of
2007, other obstacles would likely lead U.S. companies to shorten
their supply chains and bring manufacturing from Asia back to the
Western Hemisphere.

Economies of scale were a key factor in the decline of transportation
costs that made globalization possible. The first container ship to sail
internationally, in 1966, carried the equivalent of 200 modern 40-foot
containers.Today’s largest container ships carry approximately 30 times
as much cargo. Ports, too, have expanded beyond all expectations, as
the shipping industry discovered that serving a handful of very large ports
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was much more e⁄cient than calling at many small ones. One-third of
all U.S. container trade now passes through a single port complex,
Los Angeles–Long Beach, which last year handled the equivalent of
eight million truck-sized containers. At the receiving end of container
shipments, railroad cars that once carried a single container apiece now
usually hold two, stacked one atop the other, and trucks commonly pull
two or three containers down the highway.

These improvements in e⁄ciency, however, have largely run their
course. Further gains may be hard to come by, and past ones may be
reversed. And some advances that improve e⁄ciency in one part of the
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supply chain may end up doing just the opposite in another part.
Consider the next generation of container ships, which may be able to
carry 8,000 40-foot containers. At sea, they will move far more cargo
per ton of oil than any of their predecessors and operate with the same
size crews as much smaller ships. When they reach land, however,
these ships will have to spend three or four unprofitable days in port,
rather than one or two, racking up interest charges while generating
no revenue as thousands of containers are unloaded and reloaded. In
addition to those costs, importers will have to accept an extra day or
two of delay in access to their cargo because of the sheer number of
boxes to be moved through container yards and inspection stations.

Once the cargo is on land, moving a single shipload out of the port
will require thousands of truck trips or 30 mile-long trains carrying
nothing but containers.This additional freight will test a ground trans-
portation system that is already choking on tra⁄c. Congestion has
worsened markedly on U.S. highways over the past decade, and there
is little political interest in raising taxes to expand roads or in imposing
tolls to reduce tra⁄c on existing roads. Tra⁄c jams are just as much
a problem on the rails. In part because of overwhelming volume—
North American railroads now move 12 million containers per year—the
average container train on the Union Pacific Railroad runs at less than
28 miles per hour, down from 31 miles per hour a decade ago, adding
eight hours to the trip between Los Angeles and Chicago. Railroads
have been investing in new tracks, but because limited capacity enables
the railroads to charge high rates, they have little incentive to invest
enough money to permit the free flow of freight.

Freight Pain
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This lack of investment, along with the the recent lack of productivity
improvements at U.S.ports,means that crowding on U.S.docks, roads,
and rails is likely to get worse. As a result, shipping goods from Asia to
inland points in North America will take more time and money. The
widening of the Panama Canal, scheduled for completion in 2014, may
ease some of the pressure on West Coast ports by allowing large ships
from Asia to sail directly to the Gulf of Mexico and the East Coast. But
those improvements will exact costs far beyond the $144-per-container
toll that the canal expects to charge by 2009.Vessels routinely make the
voyage between Shanghai and Los Angeles in 13 days. The trip from
Shanghai to Savannah, Georgia, or Newark, New Jersey, takes more
than twice as long, forcing importers to bear higher costs. Even if the
melting of the polar icecap eventually makes it possible for commercial
vessels to pass through the Arctic Ocean during part of the year, this
would have little consequence for shipping to and from the United
States; the major impact would be to provide a shortcut between East
Asia and northern Europe.

uncertain times
Congested shipping lanes and highways make transit times
uncertain, and this uncertainty hurts profits.Over the past two decades,
much of the economic benefit of tighter supply chains has come
in the form of lower inventories. In economic terms, inventories
represent waste. Whether these inventories are sitting on warehouse
shelves or on the deck of a ship, their owner has paid for them but
has not yet sold them—and therefore incurs costs while waiting. If the
time required to bring foreign-made goods to sale in the United States
grows longer and if retailers and manufacturers are less certain
about whether imports will arrive on schedule, the logical—if
economically ine⁄cient—response will be to keep larger inventories.

The emergence of port security as a major concern only adds to
supply-chain uncertainty.The political pressure since 9/11 to screen every
container entering the United States remains considerable, although
whether universal screening is a worthwhile way to use the government’s
limited resources is a much-debated question. As technology improves,
most containers will be examined with imaging devices—at importers’
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expense—and allowed to proceed with little delay. But some percentage
of containers will be selected for physical inspection, a process that may
delay delivery by two to three days or more. Even if the proportion of
containers pulled out of the flow of tra⁄c is small, importers will be
forced to reckon with the possibility that their goods might be delayed
in transit. In some instances, importers will adjust by keeping more
stocks in their U.S. warehouses at any one time, eªectively raising the
cost of imported goods. In other cases—particularly those involving
consumer products whose demand is driven by fads or high-tech prod-
ucts that quickly become obsolete—stocking up is not a realistic option.
Instead, manufacturers may seek to reduce uncertainty by producing
nearby, in the United States, Mexico, or countries in Central America.

One further deterrent to long-distance trade lies on the horizon:
environmental protection.Until recently,U.S. air-pollution standards for
ports, trains, airplanes, and trucks were lax, and standards for ocean-
going ships were nonexistent.The sorts of pollution-reducing investments
required in other industries were not forced on the freight industry.
As a result, the cost of international trade has been kept artificially low
because shippers do not pay for the environmental harm they inflict.

Regulators are finally catching up, driven by mounting local opposi-
tion to pollution near major ports. As on most environmental matters,
California is at the forefront. Ships, which account for about 60 percent
of the particulates emitted and about 90 percent of the sulfur oxides
emitted at the ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach, will soon be
required to switch their engines from highly polluting bunker fuel to
more expensive low-sulfur diesel when they near the California coast. At
the dock, they are expected to turn oª their engines and plug into shore-
side power—provided at a capital cost of more than $300 million for
the ports,plus several million dollars per vessel.By 2012,all 16,000 trucks
that regularly haul containers in that port area,many of them 20 years old,
will need to be replaced with vehicles that meet the latest federal diesel-
pollution standards. State o⁄cials are pressing railroads to install par-
ticulate filters on engines at portside rail yards, cut down on locomotive
idling, and substitute electricity for diesel. Even hybrid tugboats, which
operate primarily on battery power rather than diesel, are on the way in.

None of this is cheap. Within the past year, Los Angeles and Long
Beach have imposed a $70 environmental fee on every container
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crossing their docks to cover most of the $2.2 billion needed to replace
their trucks. A $30-per-container infrastructure fee to fund a variety
of improvements, many of them environmental, takes eªect next year,
and there also may be a new state environmental charge of $60 per
loaded container. These fees are likely to increase over time, further
raising the cost of shipping a container across the Pacific. And they
are likely to appear at other ports where citizens groups have sought to
block the expansion of ports and rail yards on environmental grounds,
such as in Seattle and Tacoma, in Washington State, and Vancouver,
British Columbia.

Climate change has not yet begun to factor into the equation.
Ships are responsible for an estimated four percent of global emissions
of carbon dioxide, with cargo planes accounting for a much smaller
share. The large international bodies that oversee these industries,
the International Maritime Organization and the International
Civil Aviation Organization, typically act only with unanimity and
are divided over whether emissions-reducing measures should be
mandatory or voluntary. But if these international organizations fail
to limit emissions, national governments and regional organizations,
facing less internal disagreement, are likely to take the initiative;
the European Union already plans to require emissions permits for
cargo flights under its emissions-trading scheme, and eu o⁄cials talk
of imposing similar constraints on ships. Other regulations aimed
at reducing emissions include taxing the carbon content in fuel and
imposing oceanic speed limits. All of these measures would be felt in
the prices of imported goods.

Slower, costlier, and less certain transportation will not put an end
to the growth of international trade. But on the margin, where business
decisions are made, the strategies of manufacturers and retailers will
change. As transportation eats up a greater share of the total cost of an
imported product, supply chains will shorten and production will move
closer to home. Your local discount store may actually stock American
products once again. In retrospect, globalization will likely appear
not as an inexorable trend but as a temporary stage in economic devel-
opment. When prices for imported sneakers and ceiling fans start
to rise in response to higher transportation costs, consumers may
wish that the golden age of globalization had lasted a bit longer.∂
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After the Crash 

Helping the U.S. Economy Right Itself

James Grant

Economic growth in the United States is almost, if not quite, irre-
pressible. Democratic administration or Republican, it hardly seems
to matter to the long postwar trend. Indeed, based on the evidence of
232 years of federal tinkering, American enterprise is policyproof.

Not that the incoming administration can draw much solace from
that historical observation.This year’s president-elect will be the heir
to a burst financial bubble, just as George W. Bush was in 2000.
Bush high-mindedly refused to blame the previous administration for
the dot-com mania, but the new incumbent would be better served by
candor. The truth is that the current mess is a symptom of persistent
financial derangement, in particular a sickness of the dollar. At all-
too-frequent intervals over the past 20 or so years, supposedly sound
institutions and ostensibly rational markets have gone oª the deep
end.To meet the crisis, the Federal Reserve has intervened with lower
interest rates and a faster pace of printing money. But the emergency
monetary stimulus has predictably ignited a new speculative upswing—
and so it is over the cliª again.

What might an ambitious president do, besides no harm? He
could plan for a return to a sound dollar, rein in Wall Street without
incapacitating it, and resist the call to manipulate prices in a politically
expedient direction. Do these things, and the very nearly irrepressible
U.S. economy will right itself.
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skinning the cat
However, before rushing oª to improve what he cannot directly
control, the newly installed ceo of the federal establishment should
attend to the managerial mess in Washington. On the stump, Senator
Barack Obama (D-Ill.) has talked about raising taxes on the rich. But
there is no fatter cat to skin than that of the federal apparatus itself.
In fiscal year 2007, the government took in $2.6 trillion, 7.6 percent
more than it did in fiscal year 2006. Since 2003, federal cash collections
have increased by an average of $200 billion a year. Are imposts of this
staggering size truly necessary? Do they advance the national interest
in a time of evident recession? In a new report, the Government
Accountability O⁄ce charges that federal agencies last year mis-
laid, or misdirected, $55 billion. In 2006, $41 billion went missing.
Last year, for the 11th consecutive year, the gao refused to opine on
the government’s financial statements, but it did cite, among other
deficiencies, accounting chaos at the Department of Defense. As a
matter of simple equity, plugging the leaks in the sieve of state should
precede any new tax increases.

Possibilities for sensible reform abound, from the minuscule (for
example, reducing the $4.8 million budgeted for research into the
utilization of plywood) to the midsize (eliminating the $1.2 billion ear-
marked for buying 20 copies of the possibly unnecessary f-22a fighter
jet). The gargantua—that is, entitlements—is probably oª-limits, but
the government happens to own a gargantuan asset, namely, 28 percent
of the U.S. landmass. Some of this land could be sold, although even
the admittedly unimaginable sale of every last “stewardship” acre at
$1,000 an acre would yield a mere $644 billion, barely enough to
finance a single year’s Social Security outlays.

Ultimately, however, the federal-revenue vein does not exist that
is rich enough to solve the nation’s long-term entitlement problems.
In the first seven years of the Bush administration, nominal gdp
grew from $9.8 trillion to $13.8 trillion, but growth in federal financial
commitments outpaced even that strong performance. Accordingly,
whereas in 2000 the government was on the hook for $29 trillion of
guarantees (implicit and explicit), insurance obligations, and projected
future payments to Medicare and Social Security recipients, now the
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grand total of such guarantees, obligations, and projected payments
is more than $67 trillion. If current projections are anywhere close to
the mark, vibrant economic growth will be more than ever a political
necessity.Growth alone will not close the gap between the government’s
promises and the resources necessary to meet them, but the absence
of growth would pit the entitled elderly against the resentful young.
And as a net debtor, the United States must somehow earn the money
with which to pay its creditors.

a declining brand
The economy over which the next president is probably already
losing sleep is a rarity in world history. In the long run, nations
consume and produce in roughly equal measure; they have no
choice. The United States is the rare exception. It is privileged to
consume much more than it produces (a diªerence measured by
the current account deficit) and to have done so virtually year in
and year out for the past quarter century. This wonderful feat is
possible because the dollar is the preeminent monetary brand—the
world’s “reserve currency.” The United States’ creditors willingly
accept it. And, accepting it, they turn around and invest it back
into the obligations of the United States. There can be few items
higher on the to-do list of the incoming administration than to
freshen and strengthen the dollar brand.

The next president would do well to brush up on the history of the
monetary arrangements created in the aftermath of World War II.
Under the system known as Bretton Woods, the dollar could be
exchanged for gold at the rate of $35 to the ounce. If another gov-
ernment’s monetary authority decided that the U.S. Federal Reserve
was overcranking the press, that government could convert its green-
backs into bullion at the statutory rate. By the late 1960s, however,
there was not enough gold in U.S. hands to satisfy all the worried
overseas dollar holders. The U.S. Treasury knew this as well as the
creditors did. On August 15, 1971, the Nixon administration slammed
shut the door to the national gold vault and decreed that the dollar
was henceforth backed by the government’s good intentions alone.
So it is today: the U.S. currency, like every other, is faith-based.
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The golden anchor of Bretton Woods served two important pur-
poses. It checked the tendency of the hegemonic power to live on
the cuª (as the United States is grandly living today). And it fixed the
dollar’s value against other leading currencies. At first, the post-
1971 dollar proved just as inflation-prone as the gold-standard
conservatives had predicted it would. But the sky-high interest rates
imposed by the Federal Reserve under Paul Volcker, in the 1980s,
mitigated the debasement disease. At length, the paper dollar came
to seem as good as the gold-backed one.

Under the long tenure of Federal Reserve Chair Alan Greenspan,
the world came to believe that the Fed could work miracles. By the
artful manipulation of a single interest rate, the so-called federal funds
rate (the rate that financial institutions pay to borrow federal
funds on a short-term basis), it could—so it appeared—lead the world’s
greatest economy around by the nose. The man whom the press took
to calling “the Maestro” seemed to nip recessions, panics, and bear
markets in the bud. And all the while, dollars piled up in the vaults of
the central banks of the United States’ trusting creditors.

“The Great Moderation” is how admiring economists came to
characterize the era from 1985 up to the current mortgage mess. Now
comes a great tumult. In truth, Greenspan and the Fed dispensed no
such magic as their fans imagined. By pushing the federal funds rate to
the floor—just one percent—and holding it there for 12 months, until
mid-2004, the Federal Reserve in fact facilitated the debt bubble.
Millions of Americans have suªered in the aftermath, and so have the
United States’ overseas lenders. Dozens of countries, mainly in Asia and
the Middle East, link their currencies to the dollar in one form or an-
other.And as the Fed has returned to cutting the funds rate to try to prop
up the shaky U.S. financial system, the dollar-shadowing countries have
had to reduce their central-bank interest rates, too, despite local rates
of inflation that would seem to cry out for a tighter monetary policy.

gold is back
It is the bad luck of the next president to be moving into the
White House just as the monetary orthodoxy of the post-1971 era
is coming in for a long-overdue reappraisal. But at the same time, it

James Grant
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is his good fortune to have the opportunity to put the dollar on a
sounder basis. Indeed, it is his duty.

The world’s reserve-currency franchise is a U.S. national treasure.
To begin to understand its value, imagine how any other country
would receive the news that it had been granted the right to discharge
its international obligations, as the United States does, in its very own
currency, which only it can lawfully print. There would be dancing
in the streets.

Since the late nineteenth century, no international monetary system
has lasted much longer than a generation. The post-1971 regime is,
therefore, right on schedule, in its dotage. It shows its age in many
ways: in the volatility of exchange rates, in the surge in worldwide
inflation, and in the piling up of dollars on the balance sheets of the
United States’ creditor central banks. The longer these excesses
persist, the greater the danger of a worldwide monetary upheaval—a
crisis not of the dollar alone but of paper currencies generally. “If
it ain’t broke, don’t fix it” are wise words, and the monetary scheme
in place is merely on the verge of breaking. But, for its own sake,
the United States should be in the vanguard of planning for a better,
more durable successor.

A committee of monetary visionaries, brainstorming the possibilities,
might well fix on a system like Bretton Woods. The new regime, like
its postwar predecessor, would be characterized by fixed exchange
rates (not floating or governmentally manipulated ones) and by a
reserve currency anchored by gold.Visionaries would see the advantages
of it, but men and women of the world might—as yet—scoª. “Gold
and fixed rates?” some would sputter. “Was it Dwight Eisenhower
who won the 2008 presidential election?”

Pending a crisis scary enough to open closed minds, the next
administration could strike a blow for the U.S. dollar franchise at
little or no financial or political cost. Curiously, in the world of foreign
exchange, words are sometimes as potent as deeds. By declaring his
determination to protect and defend the external value of the dollar,
the next president could do more than his immediate predecessor
did in eight years of mumbling and inaction. Ben Bernanke’s current
term as Federal Reserve chair will expire on January 31, 2010. It would
lend weight to the president’s strong-dollar message if it came to be

After the Crash

foreign affairs . November / December 2008 [ 145]

141-146.qxd  9/16/08  7:21 PM  Page 145

Return to Table of Contents



known that the next Fed chair—whoever it is—would stand up for
the dollar abroad as well as at home.

excelling at failure
As for the current financial crisis, the job for the next administration
will be to reform the banks and broker-dealers without overregulating
them and thereby impairing their capacity to adapt and grow. As
matters stand, Wall Street gorges itself in the up cycle. Taxpayers
get few of the sweets of the boom but then bear much of the costs of
the bust.The United States would be a fairer and better country if the
o⁄cers, directors, and stockholders of a failing financial institution
bore the cost of their own imprudence. In the old days, Wall Street
firms were partnerships, and the general partners pledged their net
worths to the solvency of their firms. The United States’ legal minds
must devise a set of constraints on corporate o⁄cers that would
mimic the sobering eªects of the partnership form of organization.

No small source of strength in the U.S. economy is Americans’
capacity for failure. They excel at pratfalls. They file for bankruptcy
and emerge without permanent social stigma.They recognize error and
put it behind them.The next administration should thus turn a deaf ear
to suggestions to manipulate energy prices, prop up housing prices,
suppress short selling in the stock market, or otherwise try to prolong
boom-time errors. Japan, refusing to let its own great bubble deflate,
suªered a decade of economic stagnation. The United States, too,
must take its bubble-related lumps, of which the current financial
crisis is clearly one. But as the 44th president would be wise to remind
his compatriots, the United States has no time for lost decades. Let
markets clear and a new day dawn.∂

James Grant
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Review Essay

Political Disorders

Does Executive Authority Corrupt the Mind?

Sherwin B. Nuland

In Sickness and in Power: Illnesses in Heads
of Government During the Last 100 Years.
by david owen. Praeger, 2008, 
448 pp. $44.95.

David Owen has been in the thick of
British politics almost since he qualified
as a physician in 1962. After just four years
of practicing medicine and conducting
research on brain chemistry, he was elected
as the Labour member of Parliament for
his home constituency, Plymouth Sutton,
in the southwestern corner of England.
For a time, Lord Owen attempted to attend
to both parliamentary business and his own
research, but in 1968 he left medicine, never
to return. He has since served as minister of
health, foreign secretary, and leader of the
Social Democratic Party. He is currently
chancellor of the University of Liverpool
and a member of the House of Lords.

In the six years that he practiced medi-
cine, Owen came into close contact with

doctors treating prominent politicians and
observed firsthand the toll that political
life takes on public figures. Thus began
his interest in health and power, which
culminated in The Hubris Syndrome. This
book, published in 2007, argues that being
in power brings about changes in one’s
mental state and leads to hubristic behavior,
and that hubris is not merely a personality
characteristic but a pathological state.
Mental illness, Owen notes, “may need to
be redefined to include a hubris syndrome.”
His latest book, In Sickness and in Power,
examines how both specific diseases and
intoxication with power have shaped
major decisions by world leaders in the
twentieth century.

A HISTORY OF SILENCE

In Sickness and in Power delves into the
cases of four politicians whose judgment
was impaired by disease in times of crisis:

Sherwin B. Nuland is Clinical Professor of Surgery at the Yale School of
Medicine and the author of How We Die.
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British Prime Minister Anthony Eden,
who suªered from biliary tract disease
during the 1956 Suez crisis; U.S. President
John F. Kennedy, who was plagued by
adrenal insu⁄ciency during the 1961 Bay
of Pigs invasion; the last shah of Iran,
Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, who had
leukemia during the final years of his rule;
and French President François Mitterand,
who was battling prostate cancer from 1981
to 1995, during the Falklands War, the
breakup of Yugoslavia, and the Rwandan
genocide. Of all these cases, Eden’s illness
during the Suez crisis remains the single
most striking historical example of a severe
illness’ impacting the conduct of a state. 

As the United Kingdom, France, and
Israel went to war against Egypt, Eden’s
behavior was volatile. The prime minis-
ter had temper tantrums, insomnia, and
suªered from anxiety. According to Owen,
Eden’s inability to confront an increasingly
complex situation—involving the clash-
ing interests of four warring nations, two
superpowers, and the United Nations—is
traceable to the vicissitudes of the disease,
which causes liver disturbances and high
fevers. The medications Eden was taking
played a role as well; the drug Drinamyl,
for example, is known to produce restless-
ness, irritability, and overconfidence. Owen
argues that Eden’s judgment was “seriously
impaired” when he made the crucial deci-
sions “to collude with Israel, to mislead the
American President and to lie to the House
of Commons, even after the invasion.”
French and Israeli o⁄cials managed to
convince the usually cautious Eden to join
their plot—a strategic misjudgment on
Eden’s part that was entirely the result of his
disease and treatment, according to Owen. 

American readers will be most in-
trigued by Owen’s detailed examination

of Kennedy, who assumed the presidency
with a long history of Addison’s disease—a
chronic adrenal insu⁄ciency that can cause
muscle weakness, fatigue, and apathy—
and was beset with severe, disabling back
pain during his three years in the White
House. No single physician was in charge
of Kennedy’s care; it was “deliberately
compartmentalized,” leaving diªerent
doctors to treat diªerent problems—
often incorrectly. The two doctors closest
to Kennedy—Janet Travell and Max
Jacobson (also known as “Dr. Feelgood”
due to his habit of treating everything
with amphetamines)—had neither the
training nor the experience to see the entire
clinical picture. Most of their treatments
were inappropriate.

Owen argues convincingly that the
Bay of Pigs fiasco was the direct result of
Kennedy’s poor judgment, which in turn
was the result of his ill health and inade-
quate treatment. Kennedy was suªering
not only from severe back pain but also
from stomach and colon problems, high
fevers, sleeplessness, and occasional ab-
scesses. By the time of the Cuban missile
crisis, with his medical matters under
much better control, a healthier Kennedy
was able to make better decisions. This was
largely because Travell and Jacobson were
out of the picture and the president’s
Addison’s disease was being treated by
the highly respected endocrinologist
Eugene Cohen.

Compounding the problem of
Kennedy’s clouded judgment was the
White House’s insistence that the president
was in good health—even while he was
being injected with steroids and taking
hundreds of pills per week. Otherwise
honorable men, such as Cardinal Richard
Cushing, a close friend of the Kennedys,
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lied to keep the Kennedy family’s secret,
as did several doctors. 

Allowing Eden to govern while rav-
aged by disease and destabilized by drugs
placed the United Kingdom in grave
danger during the Suez crisis. Similarly,
compartmentalizing Kennedy’s care and
withholding information about his health
endangered the United States during
the Bay of Pigs crisis.

DIAGNOSIS:  HUBRIS

Conventional diseases are not the only
maladies that plague leaders. For many
heads of state, the experience of being
in power brings about psychological changes
that can lead to grandiosity, narcissism, and
irresponsible behavior. Leaders suªering
from this political hubris syndrome believe
that they are capable of great deeds, that
great deeds are expected of them, that they
know what is best under all circumstances,
and that they operate beyond the bounds
of ordinary morality. Such leaders often
insist that their nations are forces for good
in the world and can do no wrong. And
the longer they stay in o⁄ce, the stronger
these tendencies seem to become—as the
cases of Mao Zedong, Fidel Castro, and
Robert Mugabe have made clear. The
result, observes Owen, is absolute “incom-
petence in carrying out policy.” 

To illustrate the symptoms of the hubris
syndrome, Owen focuses on one leader
he knows well and another whom he has
met: former British Prime Minister Tony
Blair and U.S. President George W. Bush.
Of Blair, who once considered going into
professional acting, Owen writes, “Politics
oªered him a very large stage on which to
perform,” adding that “actor-politicians
tend to be especially narcissistic.” Accord-
ing to Owen, as prime minister, Blair also

possessed an absolute moral certainty—
a conviction that his motives were always
supremely honorable. This certainty drew
the British prime minister to Bush, who
also seems to believe that he functions for
a higher purpose. According to Nabil
Shaath, who was then the Palestinian
foreign minister, in 2002 Bush told him
and other assembled Palestinian o⁄cials,
“I’m driven with a mission from God. . . .
God would tell me, ‘George, go and end
the tyranny in Iraq.’ And I did.” Such
religiosity and missionary zeal bound
Blair and Bush together in their eªort
to oust Saddam Hussein. 

To a hubristic leader, lying, cutting
corners, and even invading foreign countries
are justified in the interest of accomplish-
ing a supremely moral mission. As time
passes, such a leader’s inherent over-
confidence is bolstered by his or her un-
challenged and increasing power. Once
it reaches this stage, the hubris syndrome
becomes full-blown and its victim delu-
sional in his or her tendency toward
grandiosity. It is a common error of
physicians to overestimate the decision-
making capacities of their patients. But
this everyday phenomenon becomes far
more dangerous when the patients are
heads of state.

Owen is not the first to observe that
hubris sometimes overtakes leaders, but
he is the first to argue that it is a patho-
logical condition that requires serious
study, especially of the ways in which it
aªects decision-making. Looking back
on the eight years of the Bush presidency,
this seems sensible. Owen’s book should
be read by all practicing physicians respon-
sible for the health of political leaders—
and by the leaders themselves. After all,
the hubris syndrome is probably not only
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a preventable disease; it may be a reversible
one as well. 

Having brought the disease of hubris
to the world’s attention, Owen oªers only
one possible remedy for it: “strengthening
national democratic checks and balances.”
It is weak tea, but it may help. The U.S.
Constitution already provides one such
check: the Twenty-fifth Amendment
allows the vice president and a majority of
cabinet o⁄cials or of Congress to declare
the president unfit to serve if they feel
that he or she is unable to discharge the
responsibilities of the o⁄ce. In such a
situation, accurate, unadulterated infor-
mation from a presidential physician
would be vital for decision-makers.

But there are stronger safeguards that
should be considered. In cases involving
physical illnesses, such as Eden’s or
Kennedy’s, a single physician should be
placed in charge of both overseeing the
patient’s treatment and issuing medical
reports to political advisers and the public.
This would commit the doctor to trans-
parency in cases in which the national
interest is concerned, guarantee that the
public is informed, and result in better care
for the leader. A doctor treating a leader
must also be on the alert for hubristic
behavior and inform the head of state and
his or her closest advisers when the symp-
toms arise. After all, by its very nature,
the hubris syndrome makes it unlikely
that someone a¤icted with it will recognize
it in him- or herself. But early warnings
from doctors and top advisers could ward
oª its full-blown expression. Finally, heads
of state should, on taking o⁄ce, agree to
forego medical privacy. And the doctors
treating them should waive their commit-
ment to doctor-patient confidentiality for
the greater good of the country. 

Too often, confidentiality is confused
with secrecy, transforming physicians
into willing accomplices in a conspiracy
to mislead the public. But deliberately
distorted medical reports that paint a rosy
picture can endanger national and inter-
national security. Rather than hiding the
truth when a head of state is severely ill,
doctors should not hesitate to disclose
important health information. Some might
argue that public discussion of leaders’
ailments and o⁄cial recognition of the
hubris syndrome would lead to more
secretiveness, defensiveness, or even para-
noia. But in democratic societies, discus-
sion of leaders’ and potential leaders’
medical problems should become the norm.
And if a defensive or paranoid head of
state ever dismisses a doctor for sharing
medical information with the public,
such conduct should constitute grounds
for impeachment.∂
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Response

Politics First

Why Only U.S. Withdrawal Can Spur Iraqi Cooperation

Marc Lynch

Stephen Biddle, Michael O’Hanlon, and
Kenneth Pollack (“How to Leave a Stable
Iraq,” September/October 2008) argue
that the situation in Iraq has improved
but that progress could be jeopardized by
withdrawing U.S. troops too rapidly. They
propose a policy of strategic patience that
would delay major troop withdrawals for
several years, until after the next round
of Iraqi provincial and national elections.
Although Biddle, O’Hanlon, and Pollack
are right about the tenuous but real security
gains in Iraq, they are wrong about the
eªects this military progress has had on
the political realm and about the likely
consequences of their recommendation.
Their approach would almost certainly
mean that troops would remain at high
levels for far longer than they suggest,
because the kind of political progress
they anticipate—and which would, they

argue, allow U.S. troops to withdraw
from an Iraq that has achieved “sustained
stability”—will likely not materialize. 

The problem lies in the fundamentally
flawed belief that providing more security
is the key to achieving political compro-
mise. Restoring basic levels of security
from the low point of 2006 was indeed
essential. But now, contrary to what the
authors argue, improved security is making
the government of Prime Minister Nouri
al-Maliki less likely to make meaningful
compromises, since Maliki currently sees
little downside to not doing so. The Iraqi
government simply does not share Amer-
ican assessments of the negative conse-
quences that would result from failing to
achieve reconciliation. And as long as the
U.S. military protects Iraqi leaders from
the consequences of their choices, they are
probably correct. Ironically, their feeling

Marc Lynch is Associate Professor of Political Science and International
Aªairs at George Washington University and the author of Voices of the New
Arab Public.
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of security has led them to insist that a
security agreement with the United States
include a commitment to withdraw
combat troops by the end of 2011, likely
rendering the policy Biddle, O’Hanlon,
and Pollack advocate no longer viable.

Today, a credible commitment to a
more rapid withdrawal, which the authors
view as a potential disaster, is more likely
to facilitate Iraqi political accommodation
than to endanger it. There are no guaran-
tees, of course. Iraq is currently a house
of cards, with a plethora of unresolved
issues of contention threatening to under-
mine stability at any moment. But a care-
fully managed, responsible drawdown
of U.S. forces is more likely to produce
meaningful political accommodation than
is an endless store of strategic patience. 

There are three key areas in which
Biddle, O’Hanlon, and Pollack fail to
grapple with the political logic, rather
than the security logic, that drives events
in today’s Iraq. First, they argue that troop
drawdowns should be minimal until after
the Iraqi provincial and national elections,
the latter of which are currently due in
2010, after having been postponed. These
elections are extremely important to Iraq’s
future, but they are a deeply unconvincing
pivot for U.S. strategy. Why assume that
these elections will be a magic bullet,
solving Iraq’s political problems? After all,
in 2005 a series of elections were similarly
sold as pivotal moments; at the time, U.S.
troop levels were comparable to those today
and the violence had yet to spike to the
horrifying levels that followed the February
2006 Samarra mosque bombing. Yet the
outcome was sectarian voting, six months
of political paralysis over the selection of
an acceptable prime minister, and then
descent into civil war. What if elections

this time simply produce a new political
standoª: a diªerent but equally contentious
parliament, new resentments at the local
level, and worse governance as less expe-
rienced politicians take the reins?

There is little reason to think that the
U.S. presence will empower nonsectarian
or more pro-U.S. actors in the elections.
Indeed, if the United States has not begun
significant withdrawals by the time they
are held, it will likely give a major electoral
boost to nationalists, who will use the
continuing U.S. “occupation” to win votes.
In 2005, voting was driven not by security
concerns but by an electoral law that
favored sectarian parties. Improving the
representativeness of elections would
require changing the electoral law and
guaranteeing eªective international super-
vision, and that would require precisely
the kind of political accommodation that
continues to elude Iraqi politics—and
which no amount of U.S. prodding has
been able to deliver. In fact, the current
power holders will use the fragmentation
of Iraqi politics and the state’s growing
resources to their electoral advantage. For
example, many Iraqis see the Shiite-led
government’s military campaigns in Basra,
Sadr City, and Maysan as “shaping oper-
ations” meant to weaken the rival Shiite
movement of Muqtada al-Sadr before the
provincial elections; others view Maliki’s
tough line in negotiations with the United
States as an attempt to seize the mantle
of Iraqi nationalism for the elections.
On the Sunni side, the return of the Iraqi
Accord Front to Maliki’s government
likely represents a bid to gain control 
of state patronage and resources ahead of
the elections. Already, the Iraqi electoral
commission is sounding the alarm about
its inability to guarantee fair elections.
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The United States should of course
push for fair, internationally supervised
elections and help provide security 
on election day. But U.S. grand strategy
cannot be held hostage to elections that
are unlikely to fundamentally change
Iraqi politics for the better. 

Second, Biddle, O’Hanlon, and Pollack
argue for reconciliation to be done “slowly,
via small steps” rather than as “a grand
bargain rapidly negotiated in the face
of an imminent U.S. withdrawal.” They
argue that “the increasing stability, along
with the security that the improving [Iraqi
security forces] give to the Maliki regime,
oªers a reason to believe that such bargain-
ing can eventually succeed if the United
States stands firm.” But in fact, the slow
and steady approach to Iraqi political
accommodation they advocate is a recipe
for indefinite delays. In the past, even when
Iraqi politicians have reached formal agree-
ments, they have gone on to drag their feet
over implementation, stripping the agree-
ments of their intended meaning and
generating even greater frustration. This
is best exemplified by the failure of the
Iraqi government to integrate the tens of
thousands of former insurgents in the U.S.-
backed Sons of Iraq into the Iraqi security
forces, despite constant U.S. pressure and
dire warnings of the consequences. 

Rather than moving the Iraqis toward
compromise, Biddle, O’Hanlon, and
Pollack’s approach would create a multitude
of perverse incentives for Iraqi politicians
to produce just enough progress to keep
U.S. forces engaged but never enough to
allow them to leave. Political progress
would continue to dance just out of reach,
with its failures always oªering a reason
for the United States to delay the draw-
down of its military forces.

Third, Biddle, O’Hanlon, and Pollack
neglect the fact that Iraqi politics have
recently been collapsing into renewed
stalemate and strife, despite the continuing
presence of U.S. troops and the improving
security environment—a direct refutation
of the case for strategic patience. The
inability to reach agreement on a provincial-
election law during this summer’s emer-
gency session of parliament amid deep
conflict over the future of the divided city
of Kirkuk demonstrates the intensity of
the ongoing conflicts and the inability
of the Iraqi political system to contain
them. Perhaps the only point of consensus
in this fragmented landscape is the demand
that U.S. troops withdraw.

It is true that many previously disen-
franchised groups now want to join the
political process. But it is equally relevant
that their eªorts to do so have been system-
atically frustrated. The Sunni Awakening
groups failed to find a spot in Maliki’s
cabinet, have failed to gain positions in
the Iraqi security forces, and now face a
serious crackdown on their leadership
and the prospect of a long delay in the
provincial elections. The United States
raised the expectations of the Awakening
groups, but it has proved unable to deliver
results from a Shiite-led Iraqi government
that sees no reason to compromise. No
student of politics should need to be
reminded of the dangers of unmet and
rising expectations among disenfran-
chised groups. Should the Awakening
groups’ frustration boil over, leading to
renewed violence, the authors would no
doubt see this as yet another reason to
postpone further withdrawals.

Iraqi politics today are characterized
by an odd combination of fragmentation
and centralization. The Shiite United
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Iraqi Alliance has largely collapsed, and
Sunni politics are riven by sharp conflict
between the Iraqi Islamic Party and the
Awakening movement. Power is devolving
to local and tribal groupings with parochial,
rather than national, interests. At the same
time, Maliki is drawing on the country’s
growing oil revenues and newfound sense
of security to attempt to consolidate his
power. The two processes are linked,
because fragmentation helps the ruling
coalition survive despite its narrow base
by making it harder for any opposition
coalition to form and easier for the gov-
ernment to selectively repress and co-opt
its opponents.

In short, the refrain that the United
States has made progress on security but
must do better on political progress misses
the point. For Iraqi leaders who do not
wish to share power, the failure to trans-
late security into political progress is a
feature, not a glitch. There will be no
significant political progress until the
incentives of Iraqi leaders change, which
will not happen as long as the United States
continues on the current—and Biddle,
O’Hanlon, and Pollack’s proposed—course.
It is time to acknowledge the limits of
the United States’ ability to exert leverage
over Iraqi politics. The primary drivers
of Iraqi politics are Iraqis, not Americans,
and a stable political order must rest on
the alignment of their interests and not
on the exercise of U.S. power. It is not
simply that the United States cannot
militarily or financially sustain the com-
mitments required to achieve a perfect
solution; it is that the U.S. military presence
actively impedes the essential political
accommodations needed to create a
stable, broadly representative Iraqi
political order. 

A U.S. commitment to draw down
U.S. troops over a defined period, as
the Iraqi political leadership itself now
demands, would give Iraqi politicians a
self-interest in political accommodation—
accommodation reached not to meet
foreign demands but to ensure their own
survival. A clear and credible public
declaration of the United States’ intention
to withdraw would shift the incentives
of all the major political actors. And a
responsible exit strategy would then oªer
plenty of opportunity to shape the transi-
tion and guard against the likely dangers.
In contrast, a policy built on U.S. troops
staying in Iraq, whether to enforce local
cease-fires, maintain pressure for political
accommodation, or moderate the fears
of Iraqi politicians, is a problem mas-
querading as a solution.∂
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The Limits of Power: The End of American
Exceptionalism. by andrew j.
bacevich. Metropolitan Books, 2008,
224 pp. $24.00.

In post–Cold War foreign policy debates,
it has been the voice of the sober realist,
pointing out the limits of U.S. power and
counseling restraint, that has been the most
faintly heard. In recent years, Bacevich has
been among the most articulate of these
realists—and this is his manifesto. He sees
the United States as having embarked on
a disastrous career of empire building and
military adventurism that is bankrupting
and corrupting the country, all the while
making it less secure. Well known for
his criticism of the Bush administration’s
intervention in Iraq and “war on terror,” in
this book Bacevich seeks out the deeper
“ambitions, urges, and fears” that drive
the United States’ long-standing eªorts
to confront the enemies of freedom and
remake the world. What emerges is a rather
distinctive and curious argument about
the sources of U.S. empire. It is not, in
Bacevich’s view, business interests or old-
style militarism that drives Washington’s

outward ambitions. Rather, it is the United
States’ expanding notions of freedom and
the good life, which over the decades have
stimulated growing “appetites” that can
only be satisfied through a Pax Americana.
But, Bacevich argues, a U.S.-run world
of easy credit, abundant oil, and cheap
consumer goods is not sustainable. Echoing
the ideas of scholars such as Barry Posen,
Ian Shapiro, and others, the book calls for
a grand strategy of containment, reducing
the United States’ far-flung military com-
mitments, and returning to a more modest
foreign policy agenda. The important ques-
tion Bacevich does not explore is about the
nonimperial ways that the United States
can lead the world without undermining
its values and institutions.

On Empire: America, War, and Global
Supremacy. by eric hobsbawm.
Pantheon Books, 2008, 128 pp. $19.95.

In this short book of essays, the renowned
historian of empire, revolution, and
industrialism turns his attention to U.S.
power and war in the current era. Over a
long career, Hobsbawm has looked deeply
into the past to discern its organizing
principles and laws of motion. But what
strikes Hobsbawm about the decades
since in the end of the Cold War is the
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absence of a coherent and agreed-on form
of global political order. It is disorder
and the lack of direction that characterize
today’s global system. Hobsbawm is most
eloquent in explaining why empire and
hegemony—the solutions for the problem
of order in other centuries—no longer
work. In the past, Western domination
was facilitated by the fact that western-
ization was the only way that weak and
backward societies could rise up, creating
goodwill toward the West and the loyalty
of local elites. But in a globalized economy,
roads to modernization no longer run
through the West, leading to a diªusion
of power and a fragmentation order.
Hobsbawm argues that the breakdown
of order is also caused by the changing
character of armed violence—in which
soldiers, states, sovereignty, and borders
are less defined and the rules of war less
clear. The book’s message is that a single
superpower cannot impose order on a
world in which the authority of global
institutions has eroded and the legitimacy
of great-power rule has disappeared.
But the question remains: What will
provide the basis for global order in the
new century? Hobsbawm responds: “Since
historians are, fortunately, not prophets,
I am not professionally obliged to give
you an answer.”

Warring Friends: Alliance Restraint in
International Politics. by jeremy
pressman. Cornell University Press,
2008, 192 pp. $49.95 (paper, $18.95).

Alliances are traditionally seen as military
pacts formed by states to counter common
threats. But alliances are also often valued as
political institutions that allow states within
them to pressure and do business with one

another. Weaker or smaller alliance partners
gain some access to the strategic decision-
making of the leading state, and the leading
state gains some leverage over the actions
of junior partners. This valuable study
explores the logic of these intra-alliance
power relationships, looking in particular
at moments when states try to use alliance
ties to restrain risky military actions by
their partners. In a wide-ranging survey
of alliances in Europe and Asia over the
last century, Pressman finds that the
“restraint motive” for alliance creation is
as important as the “mutual protection”
motive. Case studies focus on the United
States’ alliance relations with the United
Kingdom and Israel—probing episodes
such as the 1967 Arab-Israeli war, the
Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982, the U.S.
nonintervention in Indochina in 1954, and
the British intervention in the Suez War
of 1956. Pressman finds that powerful
states can use alliances to thwart the mil-
itary actions of weaker partners if they
are willing to mobilize their power to do
so, and powerful states can go to war
despite the misgivings of their junior
alliance partners. The value of the book
is that it underscores the view that alliances
are not just protection pacts but also a
form of political architecture that creates
“institutional pathways” for the manage-
ment of wider geopolitical relationships.
In other words, alliances are as much
about allies as they are about enemies.

States, Nations, and the Great Powers: 
The Sources of Regional War and Peace. 
by benjamin miller. Cambridge
University Press, 2007, 526 pp. $110.00
(paper, $39.99).

Debates about the causes of war have
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tended to focus on conflict among the
great powers and the global balance of
power. This important study asserts that
the real puzzles of war and peace exist
on a lesser scale within regions. Most of
the wars in the last two centuries have been
between small to medium-size states,
neighbors struggling over prosaic matters
of boundaries and politics. But regions
vary widely in the incidence of war. In the
current era, Europe and North America
have been quite peaceful, whereas East
Asia, South Asia, the Middle East, and
the Balkans have repeatedly experienced
war or the threat of war. To explain these
variations, the book oªers an intriguing
theory about the “fit” between states
and nations. Marshaling a mountain of
statistical and historical evidence, Miller
argues that peace is most likely to exist
where there is “congruence” between the
underlying national aspirations and polit-
ical identifications and the formal political-
territorial borders. Where states and
nations are not aligned, conflict lurks.
Miller shows convincingly that condi-
tions of anarchy and power competition
alone are rarely a trigger for war. Rather,
it is contested boundaries and territories
that create a sense that the regional order
is not stable or legitimate, and this unset-
tled situation turns mere political disputes
into dangerous spirals of insecurity and
threats of violence. In an interesting
chapter, Miller looks at the nineteenth-
century colonial wars in Latin America
and the ways in which nation building and
regional territorial settlements removed
the sources of war. Although highly
theoretical, the book is full of useful in-
sights about potential pathways toward
regional peacemaking, particularly in
regard to the Middle East.

Humanitarianism in Question: Politics,
Power, Ethics. edited by michael
barnett and thomas g. weiss.
Cornell University Press, 2008, 320 pp.
$55.00 (paper, $19.95).

This is a superb survey of the rise and
challenges of international humanitar-
ian assistance. The book chronicles the
remarkable post–Cold War emergence
of a global system of humanitarian re-
lief—a system complete with doctrines,
organizations, and extensive field oper-
ations. But it is also a system under
stress, working increasingly with little
guidance or support in war-torn societies
such as Afghanistan, Bosnia, Iraq, and
Rwanda. The authors in this collection
step back from these developments to ask
first-order questions about the purposes
and principles of humanitarianism. As the
editors stress, although the humanitarian-
assistance community has grown, it is
also increasingly divided over basic
questions about how to work with or
apart from the politics and power strug-
gles that envelope crisis societies. Most
of the chapters explore these tensions
and the various ways that humanitarian
organizations have attempted to manage
them. Humanitarian groups originally
saw themselves as “above politics,” but
as Janice Gross Stein and other authors
argue, today’s aid workers have given up
this fiction and now embrace at least
implicit political agendas. An insightful
chapter by Barnett and Jack Snyder
identifies the various “grand strategies”
of humanitarian intervention and explores
their fit and eªectiveness in diªerent
trouble spots. All in all, this book will
long be an essential guide to the theory
and politics of global humanitarianism.
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The Dynamics of
Diplomacy

JEAN-ROBERT LEGUEY-FEILLEUX

“An excellent book, compre-
hensive and thorough, that

incorporates the changes of the past
30 years in the evolution of diplomatic
practice. This is essential reading for
both professionals and academics.”

—JOHN D.  STEMPEL,  
University of Kentucky

Designed to be both authoritative 
and engaging, and with abundant in-
depth case studies, The Dynamics of
Diplomacy will provide readers with 
a thorough understanding of all that
contemporary diplomacy entails.
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“This survey is informed by
Hodgson’s wide learning
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their national experience as
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—Mark Lytle  

“A masterful account of 
command in counterinsurgency
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Mansoor’s superb description of
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—David H. Petraeus, 
General, US Army   
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Robin Broad and John Cavanagh
“An invaluable rethinking of development theory and practice by two of the 
world’s most respected scholars/citizens.” —Richard Falk

Peacekeeping under Fire
Culture and Intervention

“An important contribution to the development of one of the UN’s most vital 
functions.” —Brian Urquhart

Re-Engage!
America and the World after Bush
An Informed Citizen’s Guide
Helena Cobban
“An impassioned, thought-provoking, and accessible brief from a highly 
esteemed journalist.” —Lee H. Hamilton

Preventing Genocide
Practical Steps toward Early Detection 
and Effective Action

Foreword by Elie Wiesel
“Hamburg has combined his experience, his knowledge, his wisdom, and 
his marvelous spirit to making essential proposals for a more peaceful 
world.” —Sam Nunn

Lessons from Iraq
Avoiding the Next War

“Assessing the wreckage caused by the Iraq War is an urgent national 
priority. This timely, immensely thoughtful, and justifi ably angry collection 
gets that process off to an excellent start.” —Andrew J. Bacevich

Higher Realism
A New Foreign Policy for the United States

Seyom Brown
“One of America’s most seasoned and thoughtful analysts describes a 
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Fixing Fragile States: A New Paradigm for
Development. by seth d. kaplan.
Praeger Security International, 2008,
232 pp. $65.00.

Economic development around the world
has proceeded further than analysts half
a century ago dared to hope. But develop-
ment has not been universal, and the
hardest cases—states that lack social
cohesion or are “fragile”—remain under-
developed. Conventional approaches to
spurring development, through foreign
aid, technical assistance, or exhortation by
Western governments and nongovernmen-
tal organizations, have obviously failed in
such places, where Western notions of a
competently governed, democratic central
state have often not taken hold. Kaplan,
a business consultant, here reviews the
reasons for these failures and oªers ten
guiding principles for altering conven-
tional approaches to development, largely
through much greater formal recognition
of diverse cultural, linguistic, and tribal
identities within state boundaries and
through building both loyalty and account-
ability at the local level. He then oªers
suggestions based on these principles for
dealing with seven di⁄cult cases, each
of which presents distinctive challenges
and opportunities: western Africa, where
a regional approach is espoused, the
Democratic Republic of the Congo,
Syria, Somaliland (Somalia as a whole
is abandoned), Bolivia, Pakistan, and
Azerbaijan. This is a stimulating contri-

bution to a growing literature on how to
deal with fragile states.

Economic Sanctions Reconsidered. 3rd ed.
by gary clyde hufbauer,
jeffrey j. schott, kimberly ann
elliott, and barbara oegg.
Peterson Institute for International
Economics, 2007, 233 pp. $36.95.

This is the third edition of a well-known
study of the eªectiveness of economic
sanctions, covering 204 episodes up to
the year 2000, of which a third have
occurred since the second edition was
published, in 1990. Hufbauer and his
colleagues examine each episode for the
motivation behind imposing sanctions,
the nature and magnitude of the sanc-
tions, the eªectiveness of the sanctions
in damaging the economy of the target
country, and the e⁄cacy of the sanctions
in achieving their stated objectives. (All the
episodes, plus 13 more that have occurred
since 2000, are reported in a separate
cd-rom.) Perhaps surprisingly, the authors
find that the sanctions were eªective in
the partial or full attainment of the goals
in 34 percent of the cases examined, which
include all on which there is adequate
public information in the period from
1914 to 2000. The authors conclude that
sanctions are more likely to succeed the
more sharply focused are the goals and
the greater the sanctions’ impact on the
economic well-being of the target country.
They are also more likely to succeed when
they are applied to target countries with
which relations have been friendly, rather
than antagonistic, before the application
of the sanctions. And they are not more
likely to be eªective when multilateral,
rather than unilateral, perhaps because
multilateral sanctions are more likely to be
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used in complex and di⁄cult cases. These
empirical generalizations, and others,
arise from the cases studied, and there
are counterexamples to each generaliza-
tion. Details and timing, it turns out,
are all-important.

Termites in the Trading System: How
Preferential Agreements Undermine 
Free Trade. by jagdish bhagwati.
Oxford University Press, 2008, 
160 pp. $24.95.

The Columbia University economist
Bhagwati takes strong exception to the
proliferation of so-called free-trade areas
(which are mostly really preferential
trade areas since they contain significant
exemptions) in recent years through the
eªorts of many parties, especially the
United States and the European Union.
His perspective is markedly diªerent,
however, from that of most American
opponents of these areas, who often
object to their trade-liberalizing features.
Bhagwati fears that free-trade areas will
lead to a significant diversion of trade
from its lowest-cost channels, that they
divert policymakers’ attention and political
attention more generally from the much
more important multilateral trade liberal-
ization, and that they force unrelated
issues into the trade agenda, such as labor
rights and environmental issues. In this
short book, which draws heavily on his
more technical work and that of his for-
mer students, Bhagwati explains in non-
technical terms why the United States’
emphasis on free-trade areas—which
started under Ronald Reagan and contin-
ued under subsequent presidents, and has
included much more explicitly unrelated
political criteria under George W. Bush—
will contribute to an irrational “spaghetti

bowl” of bilateral trade agreements. This
concern heightens the importance of a suc-
cessful conclusion to the now-stalled Doha
Round of multilateral trade negotiations.

Migration and Remittances: Factbook
2008. by dilip ratha and zhimei
xu. World Bank, 2008, 256 pp. $29.95.

The World Bank has usefully assembled
in one place what is known (and can
plausibly be guessed) about intercountry
migration in the world and the flows of
remittances that result. One hundred
ninety-one million people, three percent
of the world’s population, were living
in countries other than their countries
of birth in 2005; seven percent of them
were refugees. They sent nearly $300 bil-
lion in remittances, presumably to their
countries of origin. Some salient facts:
most countries have both immigrants
and emigrants; indeed, five of the top
ten countries in terms of immigration—
Germany, India, Russia, Ukraine, and
the United Kingdom—are also among the
top ten countries in terms of emigration.
Nearly as much migration occurs between
developing countries as from poor to rich
countries. The United States has the
largest number of immigrants, but when
immigrants are considered as a share
of the population, the United States is
exceeded by the oil-exporting Gulf Arab
countries and by Australia, Canada, and
Switzerland (with Germany, Spain,
and Sweden not far behind). The densest
migration corridor is from Mexico to the
United States, followed by Russia-Ukraine
and Bangladesh-India. Over 30 small
countries lose over one-third of their
college-trained citizens through emigra-
tion. The United States is the largest
source of remittances, followed by Saudi
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Arabia and Switzerland. Altogether, this
volume is a handy and interesting source of
information. Meanwhile, intracountry mi-
gration, about which information is harder
to get, is undoubtedly much higher than
intercountry migration; migration within
China alone probably matches the global
total for migration between countries. 

Oil Titans: National Oil Companies in the
Middle East. by valerie marcel.
Brookings Institution Press, 2006, 
322 pp. $52.95 (paper, $22.95).

Oil and gas production was nationalized
by many governments in opec (the Organ-
ization of the Petroleum Exporting
Countries) in the 1970s. In the subsequent
three decades, the resulting national oil
companies (nocs) matured professionally;
moved downstream into refining, distri-
bution, and sometimes petrochemical
production; and became more commercial
in orientation. But despite their importance
in world oil production, they remain little
studied. Based in part on over 100 inter-
views, this book attempts to correct that
for five nocs: those of Abu Dhabi, Algeria,
Iran, Kuwait, and Saudi Arabia. Nocs
have not hitherto been notable for their
openness, but they are reevaluating their
approaches to it, as well as to the two very
diªerent worlds in which they must simul-
taneously operate: an international business
environment, still dominated by a hand-
ful of Western-based international oil
companies, and a domestic political
environment, often governed by fierce
nationalist sentiments and heavily depen-
dent on the revenues provided by the nocs.
The interviews for the book took place
in 2004, and the analysis goes only through
2005: the oil price of $35 a barrel, which
is the price used in the book, now looks

quaint. Today’s higher oil prices make
the expansion of oil- and gas-production
capacity financially easier but also post-
pone the long-term need for finding new
sources of revenue. This is an informative
analysis of these important organizations
and their evolving relationships with their
government owners.

Military, Scientific, 
and Technological

lawrence d .  freedman

Hiroshima: The World’s Bomb. by andrew
j. rotter. Oxford University Press,
2008, 384 pp. $29.95.

Atomic Tragedy: Henry L. Stimson and the
Decision to Use the Bomb Against Japan.
by sean l. malloy. Cornell
University Press, 2008, 248 pp. $26.95.

The Nuclear Taboo: The United States and
the Non-Use of Nuclear Weapons Since
1945. by nina tannenwald.
Cambridge University Press, 2008,
472 pp. $85.00 (paper, $34.99). 

The literature on the atomic bombings of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki continues to grow.
It moved some time ago beyond both the
orthodox insistence that using the bomb
was the necessary means to conclude a
brutal war and the revisionist claim that
the true aim was to gain advantage in the
coming confrontation with the Soviet
Union. In practice, given the availability
of the weapon, the state of the war, and
the growing tension in relations with
Moscow, the default position favored
the bomb’s use. The tougher call would
have been to argue for restraint.

Rotter provides a readable account of the
political and scientific contexts in which
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the bomb was developed and used and of
some of the aftermath. He seeks originality
by stressing the international cast of char-
acters implicated in the bomb’s develop-
ment and the countries that subsequently
built their own—so that Hiroshima’s bomb
becomes the world’s bomb. As a unifying
theme, this is a bit contrived. Malloy
manages more originality. He approaches
the decision to use the bomb from the
perspective of a key player, Secretary of
War Henry Stimson, who had a record
of opposition to indiscriminate attacks
on civilians, evident misgivings about the
prospective use of the atomic bomb, and
concern about the implications of its use
for future peace and security. When the
time came for a determination, Stimson was
78, tired and unwell, and faced with many
urgent decisions. Opinions and assump-
tions were fluid about the reliability of the
bomb and its likely eªects on the Japanese
leadership, the possibility of a conditional
Japanese surrender, the costs and dangers
of an invasion, and the potential impact
of the bomb’s use on wider international
relations. Stimson was unhappy with the
resulting decision, but Malloy claims that
he contributed to a “brutal and tragic act”
by failing to pay attention to the details of
the targeting, not doing enough to push
the diplomatic track, and not insisting
on keeping to the fore the potential long-
term consequences.

Malloy also quotes an April 1945 memo
from Stimson to President Harry Truman
warning of the possibility of these weapons’
eventually being constructed in secret and
used for surprise attacks. Malloy describes
this memo as prescient, which normally
means having accurate knowledge of future
events. But in fact, the most striking thing
about nuclear weapons since 1945 is that

they have not been used. Tannenwald
has done more than most to develop the
concept and describe the workings of
the “nuclear taboo,” which has led to what
previous generations might have considered
to be an unnatural restraint demonstrated
by successive generations of political
leaders. She notes that the bombing of
Hiroshima, with its demonstration eªect
and Asian victims, was a factor inhibiting
the bomb’s use in the Korean War and the
Vietnam War. Her book demonstrates
how through these wars and on to the 1991
Persian Gulf War, the taboo took root
and was institutionalized in U.S. policy.
But as Tannenwald warns, this taboo does
not constitute a full delegitimization of
nuclear weapons, and whether the inhi-
bition would continue to work in, say,
Israel or Pakistan in the face of an exis-
tential threat is a much trickier question.

Targeting Civilians in War. by
alexander b. downes. Cornell
University Press, 2008, 328 pp. $29.95.

Those who would rely on norms as a source
of restraint in war even in the face of the
developing frustration of wartime leaders
desperate for a way out would do well to
read Downes’ Targeting Civilians in War.
There is nothing new about abhorrence of
the idea of victimizing civilians, yet as the
strategic incentives pile up, restraints have
generally turned out to be depressingly
fragile. Like most contemporary American
political scientists, Downes is obliged to
explore whether certain categories of states,
notably democracies, do better at maintain-
ing restraint, but in the end, explanations
based on strategic logic hold up better than
those focused on regime type. If anything,
when things get tough, democracies are
less restrained than other states.
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Meltdown: The Inside Story of the North
Korean Nuclear Crisis. by mike
chinoy. St. Martin’s Press, 2008, 
432 pp. $27.95.

It would be best not to have to rely on a
nuclear taboo to restrain North Korea, and
so attempts to prevent its acquisition of
nuclear weapons have been a high priority
for both the Clinton and the George W.
Bush administrations. As Pyongyang is
now suspected to have a small nuclear arse-
nal, it is clear that these eªorts have failed,
although there has been more success in
limiting the potential size of the arsenal
by getting the Yongbyon reactor shut
down. Chinoy has produced what will
undoubtedly be the definitive account of
the tortuous negotiations that produced
this result. It benefits from excellent sources
in both Koreas and in the United States
and relates every twist and turn (there have
been many) in the talks. North Korea was
a founding member of Bush’s “axis of evil,”
and the president spoke of his deep dislike
for North Korea’s supreme leader, Kim
Jong Il. Accordingly, this story provides
another example of the Bush administra-
tion’s reluctance to engage with authori-
tarian and bankrupt regimes, lest they be
granted an undeserved legitimacy or lest
the administration find itself appeasing
such regimes—until the persistence of
these regimes leaves the administration
with little choice but to engage with them.

The United Nations Security Council and War:
The Evolution of Thought and Practice
Since 1945. edited by vaughan
lowe, adam roberts, jennifer
welsh, and dominik zaum. Oxford
University Press, 2008, 816 pp. $200.00.

The United Nations suªers not only
from derision and dismissal but also from

unrealistic expectations about what it can
and should achieve. It is therefore valuable
to have a balanced and critical analysis of
all aspects of the un Security Council and
war. This substantial, comprehensive, and
authoritative volume contains 28 chapters by
leading academics, lawyers, and practition-
ers, plus detailed appendices covering un
resolutions, sanctions, and operations. The
contributors demonstrate how the council
has managed to evolve without straying
too far from the framework established by
the original un Charter and while taking
into account the changing character of war.
One complaint is that although most of the
major events since 1945 are well covered,
for some unaccountable reason there is no
mention of the 1982 Falklands War. 

The United States
walter russell mead

Habits of Empire: A History of American
Expansion. by walter nugent.
Knopf, 2008, 416 pp. $30.00.

There seem to be two basic views among
students of U.S. foreign policy today.
One school sees a distinct break between
an early American tradition of reticence
and modesty on the international stage
and a later and more problematic era of
assertiveness and expansionism. The year
1898 is often seen as dividing the two ages.
In Habits of Empire, Nugent places himself
squarely in the other school, that which sees
continuity: he argues forcefully that impor-
tant features of twentieth-century U.S.
foreign policy (expansionism, assertiveness,
imperial ambition) were deeply rooted in
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American history dating back to the colonial
era. He grounds his argument in a rich,
detailed, and thoroughly researched dis-
cussion of U.S. diplomatic history focused
on key moments in the country’s growth.
His account of the cultural and political
context for this continuing expansion are
not quite as strong; the book’s greatest
fault is that, with the exception of an un-
usually strong and balanced description of
Mexican politics at the time of the Mexican-
American War and, to a lesser extent, its
description of British politics at the close of
the American Revolution, the book rarely
gives the targets of U.S. expansionism the
thorough treatment it gives the Americans.
This failure, particularly apparent in the
accounts of the fall of the Hawaiian monar-
chy and the Spanish-American War, too
often means that the reader does not have
enough of a grasp of the opportunities and
constraints facing U.S. policymakers to fully
understand the choices they made. 

To Lead the World: American Strategy 
After the Bush Doctrine. edited by
melvyn p. leffler and jeffrey
w. legro. Oxford University Press,
2008, 320 pp. $17.95.

With a distinguished cast of contributors,
the editors Le¤er and Legro have put
together an unusually interesting and
useful collection of essays on possible
directions for U.S. foreign policy under
a new administration. There is at least
the beginning of a consensus among the
experts: virtually all of them agree that
the Bush administration’s blunders have
damaged the United States’ stature and
power abroad but that the damage can
still be repaired. This consensus would
be more useful if the experts did not dis-
agree so fundamentally on what ought

to be done next. Still, with their book’s
contributors comprising Stephen Van
Evera, Robert Kagan, Charles Maier,
G. John Ikenberry, James Kurth, Samantha
Power, David Kennedy, Barry Eichengreen,
Douglas Irwin, Francis Fukuyama, and
Niall Ferguson, the editors have assembled
some of today’s most important and cogent
thinkers on U.S. foreign policy. A final
essay by Le¤er and Legro highlights both
the similarities of argument and the key
points of contention among the contribu-
tors and succeeds in describing some of the
key choices the next president must make. 

Old World, New World: Great Britain and
America From the Beginning. by
kathleen burk. Atlantic Monthly
Press, 2008, 816 pp. $35.00.

Historians are the last isolationists in the
United States; standard treatments of
American history almost always fail to
ground it in the global context. Econom-
ically, politically, culturally, intellectually,
Americans have always been part of a wider
world, and American history cannot be
clearly understood until it is reintegrated
into the history of the world. The first and
most important task for ambitious histori-
ans out to reshape the traditional under-
standing of the American past is to come to
terms with the immense role that the U.S.-
British relationship played for so many
years. The United Kingdom was the United
States’ most important trading partner,
economic rival, political model, security
threat, and source of ideas. Generation
after generation of American politicians,
merchants, investors, intellectuals, artists,
political theorists, reformers, and religious
figures were shaped by the similarities,
diªerences, rivalries, and cooperative enter-
prises of the two great English-speaking
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societies, yet American historians have
only rarely and intermittently addressed
this great subject. Burk’s Old World,
New World is more than a good book; it
points toward a new kind of history that
is much needed. Nonetheless, the book is
uneven; the sections on diplomatic his-
tory are often strong, sometimes brilliant,
whereas the treatments of cultural and
intellectual history generally disappoint. No
matter; what Burk does well is important,
and as she and others explore this great
subject, they will produce a body of work
that will both sharpen Americans’ under-
standing of the nation’s past and illuminate
the challenges currently being faced. 

Slavery by Another Name: The 
Re-Enslavement of Black Americans 
From the Civil War to World War II.
by douglas a. blackmon.
Doubleday, 2008, 480 pp. $29.95.

This harrowing book by the Atlanta bureau
chief of The Wall Street Journal reviews a
vital but little-studied aspect of southern
life in the 75 years following the American
Civil War: the systematic abuse of the
court system to hold hundreds of thousands
of African Americans in slavery. Convicted
of minor misdemeanors on trumped-up
charges, black defendants unable to pay
judgments and fines were forced to sign
labor contracts with any whites who chose
to pay their fines. The labor contracts gave
the contract owners the right to discipline
their workers with whips and chains and
could be extended indefinitely, essentially at
the whims of the contract holders. Leasing
convicts was big business, providing more
than ten percent of the state of Alabama’s
income in some years, and convicts toiled
not only on plantations but also in factories
and mines. Moreover, the incentives for

humane treatment that existed under
slavery disappeared under this system; the
conditions were worse, and the mortality
rate was higher in many convict encamp-
ments than among pre–Civil War slaves.
Blackmon does an extraordinary job of
re-creating this system for the reader and
using old court records and other sources
to tell the story of individuals caught up
in this chamber of horrors. Jim Crow was
much more than discrimination; it was a
system of oppression, and its legacy is in
some ways more corrosive than that of
slavery. This book will help readers begin
to grasp the horror of an evil that persisted
into living memory. 

The Power Makers: Steam, Electricity, and
the Men Who Invented Modern America.
by maury klein. Bloomsbury Press,
2008, 560 pp. $29.99.

Conventional histories of the Industrial
Revolution focus primarily on the tech-
nological and financial history of produc-
tive industries such as textiles and steel;
Klein, professor emeritus at the University
of Rhode Island, fills an important gap
with a thorough and engaging study of
the technological and financial history
of the production and distribution of
power itself. The development of steam
and electric power shaped the horizons
of transport, heavy industry, and the
rising metropolises of the industrial era.
Klein’s book illuminates the interplay of
scientific theory, technological progress,
and the development of the new business
models and corporate structures that
each of these power revolutions entailed.
Readers will come away from this important
and well-argued book with a significantly
enhanced understanding of the rise and
development of modern America. 
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Twice as Good: Condoleezza Rice and
Her Path to Power. by marcus
mabry. Modern Times, 2007, 
362 pp. $27.50.

Condoleezza Rice: An American Life.
by elisabeth bumiller. Random
House, 2007, 432 pp. $27.95.

The Confidante: Condoleezza Rice and the
Creation of the Bush Legacy. by glenn
kessler. St. Martin’s Press, 2007,
304 pp. $25.95.

Among foreign policy cognoscenti, the
consensus opinion is that Condoleezza Rice
has been a below-average-to-disastrous
national security adviser and an average
secretary of state. Such figures do not
usually rate serious biographies; Rice has
netted three before leaving o⁄ce. This
speaks to her unique biography and polit-
ical savviness. She has traveled from Bull
Connor’s Birmingham to become the first
black female secretary of state. She outlasted
or outfoxed bureaucratic rivals to become
George W. Bush’s most trusted adviser
in foreign aªairs. 

Rice is also a study in contradictions.
A beneficiary of a⁄rmative action programs
when hired as a political science professor at
Stanford (where she taught me as a graduate
student), as provost she rejected that policy
in making tenure decisions. A disciple of
former National Security Adviser Brent
Scowcroft’s realist internationalism for most
of her policymaking career, she embraced
much of the neoconservative agenda fol-
lowing the September 11 attacks—and
yet on becoming secretary of state, she
jump-started multilateral diplomacy with
the regimes in Pyongyang and Tehran.
Rice’s lack of introspection does not make
explanation easier. She told one of her
biographers, “I don’t find it all that useful
to spend a lot of time analyzing myself.” 

Fortunately, these biographies do the
analyzing for her, injecting nuance into
a subject predominated by stereotype,
hyperbole, and innuendo. The most
sympathetic biographer is Mabry, a New
York Times international business editor.
He focuses on Rice’s formative years in
Alabama and Colorado. Mabry’s thesis
is that Rice’s strengths are also her weak-
nesses. Her focus, discipline, determined
optimism, and grace under pressure enabled
her to overcome race and gender barriers
(as well as former Secretary of Defense
Donald Rumsfeld). These same qualities,
however, have rendered her unable to
acknowledge errors in judgment—
especially her own. 

Bumiller was The New York Times’
White House correspondent from 2001 to
2006, and so it should not be surprising that
her coverage of Rice’s National Security
Council tenure is the most thorough. On
the one hand, Bumiller chronicles how
many of the Bush administration’s bigger
foreign policy blunders took place because
Rumsfeld and Vice President Dick Cheney
simply cut Rice out of the decision-making
loop; she also hints at the implicit sexism
behind their machinations. On the other
hand, Bumiller argues that Rice tolerated
a dysfunctional interagency process for
far too long, despite clear and compelling
evidence that something was wrong. This
biography is dispassionate but at times too
detached. In a sharp contrast to Mabry,
Bumiller leaves little of her own analysis
on the page. 

The coldest assessment comes from
Kessler’s book, which focuses almost ex-
clusively on Rice’s first two years at Foggy
Bottom. As The Washington Post’s chief
State Department correspondent, Kessler
was well placed to observe those years. As
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Iraq sapped the Bush administration’s time
and energy, Rice found herself having
to reverse course on numerous issues—
particularly democracy promotion. Kessler
in addition stresses Rice’s alienation of
the State Department’s Foreign Service
o⁄cers, an eerie parallel to her experience
as Stanford’s provost. As the biographer
with the least access, Kessler is the most
unsparing. Unwittingly, The Confidante
also reveals the limits of psychoanalyzing
individual policymakers to explain U.S.
foreign policy. Compared with the blow-
back from powerful structural forces in
world politics, even the most compelling
biography pales in comparison. 

daniel w. drezner

Western Europe
philip  h .  gordon

Europe’s Role in Nation-Building: From 
the Balkans to the Congo. by james
dobbins, seth g. jones, keith
crane, christopher s. chivvis,
andrew radin, f. stephen
larrabee, nora bensahel,
brooke k. stearns, benjamin w.
goldsmith. RAND, 2008, 
342 pp. $35.00.

The third in a series of studies looking at
nation building (the first two of which
focused on U.S.- and un-led eªorts), this
volume examines Europe’s expanding role in
trying to bring peace and stability to trouble
spots. Under the direction of Dobbins—a
former top diplomat with crisis-
management experience in the Balkans,
Somalia, Haiti, and Afghanistan—a team
of rand scholars has compiled large
amounts of data about such missions in

an eªort to bring some rigor to the debate
about diªerent sorts of nation-building
eªorts. In a series of case studies including
Bosnia, Macedonia, Côte d’Ivoire, Sierra
Leone, and the Democratic Republic of the
Congo, they assess inputs such as the
number of troops and police, the length
of the mission, and the level of economic
assistance and then compare them with
outcome assessments regarding military
casualties, the sustainability of the peace,
refugee return, economic growth, and
governance. The number of variables
involved in such diªerent cases makes
scientific comparison di⁄cult, but the
study does show that European Union
missions have been not only fairly success-
ful but also smaller, safer, shorter, and less
challenging than those run by the United
States or the United Nations. The eu is
developing a nation-building capability, but
it remains embryonic.

Reappraisals: Reflections on the Forgotten
Twentieth Century. by tony judt.
Penguin Press, 2008, 464 pp. $29.95.

Judt made his name during the 1990s
writing about left-wing European intel-
lectuals with a penchant for provocation.
Now, he has himself become a prominent
example of the genre. Reappraisals is a
collection of Judt’s essays over the past
decade, many from The New York Review
of Books, with topics ranging from a defense
of the European social model to a discus-
sion of the meaning of Belgium, by way of
some revisionist Cold War history, strong
criticism of U.S. foreign policy, and calls
for Israel to withdraw from the West Bank.
Common themes running through this
diverse volume are skepticism, if not
hostility, toward the way power is wielded,
especially by the United States, and
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sympathy for European-style social
democracy over American individualism.
Judt so mercilessly savages the objects
of his ire that it sometimes feels as if the
intellectual combat is itself the goal, but
his style, intelligence, and courage cannot
be denied.

Shifting Alliances: Europe, America, and
the Future of Britain’s Global Strategy.
by patrick diamond. Politico’s
Publishing, 2008, 256 pp. $26.83.

For the past 50 years, the United Kingdom’s
main foreign policy dilemma has been
how to balance its special relationship
with the United States with its growing
involvement in Europe. Diªerent prime
ministers have represented diªerent poles
in the debate—ranging from the Europhile
Edward Heath to the Atlanticist Margaret
Thatcher—but the country as a whole has
never been willing to make a clear strategic
choice. Diamond, a former policy adviser
to former Prime Minister Tony Blair, ar-
gues that the time has come for a “radical
break with the special-relationship illusions”
and that the United Kingdom should make
a priority of building bridges within
Europe rather than across the Atlantic. He
describes a British public dissatisfied with
the Atlanticist course followed by his
former boss (and not only because of the
Iraq war) and suggests that a nuanced
“shifting of alliances” would best suit the
country today. He rightly points out that
other British prime ministers will not
have the political leeway that Blair did in
supporting Bush. Yet this case is probably
overstated. Diamond admits that “a
significant section of the British political
class will remain attached to the traditional
idea of Britain as a pivotal power bridging
Europe and America.” Indeed, and 50 years
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from now the British debate about “shifting
alliances” will probably still be going on.

The End of the West? Crisis and Change in
the Atlantic Order. edited by jeffrey
anderson, g. john ikenberry,
and thomas risse. Cornell
University Press, 2008, 312 pp. $59.95
(paper, $21.00).

Ever since the Iraq war provoked the
biggest transatlantic split since the Suez
crisis in 1956, observers have been asking
themselves whether that split was a phase
that would pass—like so many transatlantic
crises before it—or the start of a lasting
or even permanent divide. In this volume,
leading political scientists, economists, and
theorists have come together to try to bring
some analytic rigor to the question. On
balance, they lean toward the former con-
clusion. None denies that the transatlantic
divisions were and are serious, but even
the most pessimistic contribution, that of
Charles Kupchan, does not conclude that
the crisis marks “the end of the West,” to
use the words of the book’s provocative
title. Putting the best light on the fact that
scholarly projects like this one take years to
come to fruition, the co-editor Risse notes
that whereas in 2003 (when this project
was conceived) U.S.-German relations
were deeply strained, by 2006 U.S.
President George W. Bush and German
Chancellor Angela Merkel were sharing
a wild-boar barbecue in Mecklenburg–West
Pomerania—a reminder that crises need
to be put in a longer-term perspective.
The most interesting chapters include those
by the political economists Jens van Scher-
penberg and Kathleen McNamara, both
of whom demonstrate that the transatlantic
political crisis had little impact on trans-
atlantic economic relations—and vice versa.

The good news, in other words, is that
the next crisis should not prevent U.S.-
European trade and investment from
expanding; the bad news is that expanding
trade and investment will not prevent
the next crisis.

“Blood, Toil, Tears and Sweat”: The Dire
Warning; Churchill’s First Speech as Prime
Minister. by john lukacs. Basic
Books, 2008, 147 pp. $24.00.

The horrifying challenges of the summer of
1940 produced some of Winston Churchill’s
greatest speeches, those including his
memorable promises to “fight on the
beaches” and “never surrender,” oªered
on June 4, and his determination to make
this his country’s “finest hour,” presented
on June 18. In this short book, the historian
Lukacs examines Churchill’s first speech as
prime minister, on May 13, and in particular
his admission to the British parliament that
he had “nothing to oªer but blood, toil,
tears and sweat.” The phrase was not
spontaneous—he had already spoken it to
the War Cabinet that morning. Nor was
it entirely original; Garibaldi, Churchill
almost certainly knew, had in 1849 told
his followers that he could oªer “hunger,
thirst, forced marches, battles and death”
in the impending battle for Rome. Nor was
the speech even broadcast to the nation;
it was merely summed up that evening by
the bbc. Yet the phrase, Lukacs argues,
was important because it was so sincere.
Churchill knew—even better than his
compatriots—that the United Kingdom’s
situation was dire and that even in the
long term, victory was uncertain. But
he also understood—again better than
his compatriots—that with Hitler there
could simply be no compromise worth
accepting. The author of a number of
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acclaimed books about Churchill and
World War II, Lukacs knows his story
and tells it well.

Western Hemisphere
richard feinberg

The Cuba Wars: Fidel Castro, the United
States, and the Next Revolution. by
daniel p. erikson. Bloomsbury
Press, 2008, 368 pp. $28.00.

With this fresh, astute, and compassionate
exploration of the past two decades of
U.S.-Cuban relations, Erikson emerges as
a valuable new voice in Washington foreign
policy circles. An analyst at the Inter-
American Dialogue, Erikson conducted
research that took him to Cuba (including
Guantánamo Bay) 14 times, and he also
gained access to leading players in Caracas,
Miami, and Washington. This fair-minded
author allows the contending actors to
speak for themselves, expertly guiding
readers through the increasingly splintered
yet still powerful Cuban-American exile
community, the world of the courageous
opposition figures remaining on the island,
and, most sharply, the tumultuous U.S.
Congress. Erikson blasts both the Bush
administration, for its counterproductive
pugnacious hostility, which handed Fidel
Castro a ready excuse to brutally squash
dissent, and the congressional Democrats,
for being cowardly, confused, distracted,
and divided. Although the transition to
a more open Cuba is likely to be gradual,
Erikson suggests, the United States could
accelerate the “revolution of expectations”
among Cuban youth with a policy of
engagement: of more open travel, cultural
contacts, and economic exchange. The

Cuba Wars is an eloquent cry for more
realistic, decent responses that help—
rather than further punish—the long-
suªering Cuban people. 

Bacardi and the Long Fight for Cuba: The
Biography of a Cause. by tom gjelten.
Viking, 2008, 480 pp. $27.95.

In this powerful tragedy, a famed business
family remarkable for its progressive social
policies and passionate nationalism is
deprived of its hard-earned assets by a
rapacious, double-crossing Fidel Castro—
and its very Cuban soul is then compro-
mised in an embittered, unending exile.
In the veteran journalist Gjelten’s skillful
recounting of Cuban history, the most
brutal and corrupt politicians repeatedly
crush patriots who have more tolerance
and integrity, such that the numerous “lost
opportunities” for democratic progress
appear to have had little chance. In pre-1959
Cuba, civic-minded entrepreneurs such
as the Bacardis, who paid their workers
well and invested in their communities,
were too few to have branded capitalism
with a sustainable reputation. Conceptually,
Gjelten’s book typifies an emerging liberal
revisionism that, although contemptuous
of U.S. policy toward Cuba, grants Castro
no quarter, painting him as a pistol-toting
tyrant wantonly ignorant of economics
who has impoverished and tragically
divided his beautiful island nation. But
Gjelten is equally ill at ease with the
bare-knuckle, spiteful tactics embraced
by the Bacardis in exile, even as their
liquor business has become a global
empire. With its fabulous triumphs and
poignant defeats, this stirring tale of
rum, money, and revolutions has all the
markings of a great epic movie.

156-179.qxd  9/17/08  10:50 PM  Page 170

Return to Table of Contents

http://www.bloomsburypress.com/books/catalog/the_cuba_wars
http://www.tomgjelten.com/


foreign affairs . November /December 2008 [ 17 1]

Recent Books

The Art of Political Murder: Who Killed the
Bishop? by francisco goldman.
Grove Press, 2007, 416 pp. $25.00.

This meticulously researched investiga-
tion into the 1998 assassination of the
Guatemalan bishop Juan Gerardi pits
the unspeakably evil Guatemalan military
against impoverished Mayan Indians
and their outgunned legal and religious
defenders. Guatemalan-born Goldman
artfully pulls back the curtain to reveal
Guatemala’s sinister political scene,
whose psychopathic violence is deeply
rooted in the sixteenth-century Counter-
Reformation conquest, the virulent
racism of a white minority, and the
chaotic demographic explosion that
occurred among the indigenous rural
poor. (Goldman reflexively claims a
larger U.S. role than Guatemalan nation-
alism has generally allowed.) In the
1990s, the United Nations brokered a
peace accord that, on behalf of national
reconciliation and political realism,
granted broad legal amnesty to former
combatants and included a detailed
report describing the atrocities but
naming no individuals as responsible.
In contrast, the Catholic Church’s lib-
eration-theology faction, led by Bishop
Gerardi, published its own report, this
one naming still-powerful military
o⁄cers. By demanding justice as well
as peace, the 75-year-old bishop risked
his own martyrdom. In a more hopeful
turn of events, in a recent presidential
election, a former military intelligence
chief whom Goldman suggests was
possibly involved in the Gerardi murder,
and who ran on a hard-line anticrime
platform, was defeated by a civilian
Social Democrat.

Good Intentions, Bad Outcomes: Social Policy,
Informality, and Economic Growth in
Mexico. by santiago levy.
Brookings Institution Press, 2008, 
357 pp. $27.95.

The chief economist at the Inter-
American Development Bank—and a
principal architect of Mexico’s renown
Progresa-Oportunidades program, which
transfers cash to poor families contingent
on their investing in their own health
and education—makes a powerful case
for substituting Mexico’s hodgepodge
of social welfare programs and burden-
some labor taxes with more e⁄cient
and equitable universal social coverage
financed by national consumption (that
is, sales) taxes. The issues at stake are
not trivial: under Levy’s comprehensive
proposal, the national social security
system would expand its coverage from
14 million to 41 million workers, net tax
collections would jump by 1.6 percent
of gdp, and the cost of hiring workers
would decline by as much as one-third.
Peppered throughout are Levy’s broad-
sides against those who attribute the
alleged segmentation of labor markets
into formal (larger, law-abiding firms)
and informal (less productive, tax-
evading firms) to economic under-
development; provocatively, Levy blames
the formal-informal dichotomy on well-
intentioned government social policies
gone awry. His own economics may
strike some readers as overly orthodox,
but Levy is not politically naive; recog-
nizing that vested interests could block
his proposed radical overhaul in the
short run, he oªers as well a solid series
of smaller measures that point in the
right direction.
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Eastern Europe 
and Former 

Soviet Republics
robert legvold

The Red Prince: The Secret Lives of a Habsburg
Archduke. by timothy snyder.
Basic Books, 2008, 336 pp. $27.95.

Not often does scholarly history soar and
entrap like a fine historical novel, but here
it does. Selecting as a hero an archduke
who was drama incarnate—Wilhelm von
Habsburg—helps. Snyder does much more
than track the amazing life of a man born
of a father and a dynasty that dreamed of
giving a new lease on life to a fading
empire by turning the awakened nation-
alism in Poland and other Slavic lands into
salvation. Wilhelm made Ukraine the
embodiment of this dream. He led it in
war, and in defeat fled to the Parisian exile
community only to scandalize it. He
embraced Hitler in the foolish and vain
hope of restoring Habsburg rule, only to
defect to the resistance. And after being
kidnapped, interrogated, and sentenced,
he died in 1948 in a Soviet prison hospital
in Kiev. The book’s real triumph is how it
carries the reader from the gilt and pomp
of the nineteenth century; through the
dawn of a new century in war, the sala-
cious lives of the high-born royal outcasts
in 1930s Paris, and the shadow politics
of Nazi Germany; and ultimately to the
crushing weight of Soviet occupation in
postwar Eastern Europe. Snyder embeds
all of this in a shrewd, sharp framing of the
larger history before and during Wilhelm’s

life, ending with thought-provoking
reflections on the links to the present. 

Seduced by Secrets: Inside the Stasi’s Spy-Tech
World. by kristie macrakis.
Cambridge University Press, 2008, 
392 pp. $28.00.

This book includes everything you ever
wanted to know about the East German
security service’s penetration into West
Germany’s scientific, industrial, and mil-
itary secrets, and more. Macrakis grew
up in East Germany, but only later, as a
historian of science, teaching in the West,
did she become fascinated with the world
of spying and the science the East Germans
obsessively sought to steal together with
the organization and technology they
applied to the task. The first half of her
book features who was involved and how
they did it; the second half focuses on the
techniques and, particularly, the curious,
fiction-inspiring tools they used to film,
eavesdrop, follow, communicate, and
disrupt. Her research, both archival and
based on interviews, including with the
famous East German spy chief Markus
Wolf, is prodigious; the detail is somewhat
overwhelming and, at times, repetitive.
But one comes away from the book with
a well-tutored sense of the scale and the
precise nature of East German and, by
extension, Soviet industrial and military
espionage. Macrakis’ larger point emerges
only briefly and between the lines: that in
the nature of the enterprise, what the East
Germans and the Soviets did was not so
diªerent from what their Western counter-
parts did—but that in the case of the
East Germans, the preoccupation with
secrecy as an end in itself and with tech-
nology as the means to nearly all ends
was ultimately dysfunctional.
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The Forsaken: An American Tragedy in
Stalin’s Russia. by tim tzouliadis.
Penguin Press, 2008, 448 pp. $29.95.

How odd to learn from this remove that
in the first eight months of 1931, a hundred
thousand Americans applied to emigrate to
the Soviet Union, stirred by Soviet news-
paper ads for 6,000 skilled-worker jobs.
Even odder is to realize that most of these
people and those who followed over the
next several years saw the Soviet Union
as a land of opportunity and an escape
from the misery of Depression America.
How many of the engineers, teachers,
metalworkers, pipefitters, miners, and the
like, once disheartened by the brutal real-
ities of Stalin’s Soviet Union, fled home is
di⁄cult to tell from the book. But a large
number remained trapped, their passports
seized, and then slowly they disappeared
into the maw of Stalin’s killing machine,
usually simply because their foreign origins
doomed them. The story of the magnitude,
savagery, and arbitrariness of the purges
has been told umpteen times, but learning
the fate of individual Americans devoured
in the process gives the story a perverse
freshness. Tzouliadis tells it well, but he
reserves his special passion for those on
the U.S. side who did little to help and
much to make the outcome more tragic:
the remarkably obtuse U.S. ambassador
to the Soviet Union, Joseph Davies, the
preening and very prominent New York
Times correspondent Walter Duranty,
and a blindly angry Paul Robeson.

Yezhov: The Rise of Stalin’s “Iron Fist.” 
by j. arch getty and oleg v.
naumov. Yale University Press, 2008,
320 pp. $35.00.

The diminutive monster (at only five feet
tall) at the heart of the misery of Stalin’s

Franklin Williams 
Internship
The Council on Foreign Relations is seeking 
talented individuals for the Franklin Williams
Internship. 

The Franklin Williams Internship, named after
the late Ambassador Franklin H. Williams, 
was established for undergraduate and
graduate students who have a serious interest
in international relations. 

Ambassador Williams had a long career of
public service, including serving as the
American Ambassador to Ghana, as well as the
Chairman of the Board of Trustees of Lincoln
University, one of the country’s historically
black colleges. He was also a Director of the
Council on Foreign Relations, where he made
special efforts to encourage the nomination of
black Americans to membership. 

The Council will select one individual each
term (fall, spring, and summer) to work in the
Council’s New York City headquarters. The
intern will work closely with a Program
Director or Fellow in either the Studies or the
Meetings Program and will be involved with
program coordination, substantive and
business writing, research, and budget
management. The selected intern will be
required to make a commitment of at least 12
hours per week, and will be paid $10 an hour. 

To apply for this internship, please send a
résumé and cover letter including the
semester, days, and times available to work to
the Internship Coordinator in the Human
Resources Office at the address listed below.
The Council is an equal opportunity employer. 

Council on Foreign Relations
Human Resources Office
58 East 68th Street, New York, NY 10065
tel: (212) 434–9400 fax: (212) 434–9893
humanresources@cfr.org   http://www.cfr.org
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purges was Nikolai Yezhov, head of the
nkvd (the forerunner of the kgb) from
1936 to 1938, the murderous inquisition’s
most intense phase—not least because
Yezhov pushed the process even harder than
his master. This book, pairing an American
historian and a Russian historian and
published as part of the important Yale
University Press series on Soviet history,
seeks to explain who this man was, how
he got to where he was, how he thought,
and how free he was to act as he did. Their
answers, in brief, are that he advanced by
dint of his own eªort and talent, largely
by mastering, as Stalin had before him,
organizational work and personnel man-
agement in a system that from a centralized
bureaucratic nerve center decided where
everyone who was anyone would labor.
Well liked by his fellow workers as a young
party activist, well thought of by his su-
periors as he made his way up the chain
of command, and well skilled at doing
in those who stood in his way, Yezhov, in
the ultimate conclusion of the authors, was
no cynic. Their truly chilling proposition
is that “he believed what he said and
believed in what he did.”

Russian Civil-Military Relations: Putin’s
Legacy. by thomas gomart.
Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace, 2008, 126 pp. $19.95.

Normally, the study of civil-military
relations seems to address a narrow,
technical question of institutionalizing
greater or lesser civilian control over the
uniformed military, on which a long and
distinguished literature exists, particularly
in regard to the Soviet era. Gomart breaks
away from this theme and attacks a prob-
lem at the core of Russia’s contemporary
political development and foreign policy:

How do traditions (including a millennial
history of militarism), a volatile domestic
and foreign political context, and a political
leadership’s primal desire to restore
Russia’s greatness come together to shape
the complex relationship between an
outsized presidency and the country’s
composite of security institutions—military,
security, and police? His answer advances
along three tracks: first, the Russian
model in these respects does not and
will not conform to comfortable Western
models; second, the symbiosis of the
political leadership with the security
establishment has been key to promoting
former President Vladimir Putin’s power
and agenda, but not in ways that allow
him to own that establishment; and, third,
the makeup of and dynamics among the
diªerent components are far more muddled
and tension-ridden than cliché has it.
A piece of advice: because the writing
is in places obscure, the reader should
begin with the conclusion, which makes
everything clearer.

Investigating the Russian Mafia: An
Introduction for Students, Law
Enforcement, and International Business.
by joseph d. serio. Carolina
Academic Press, 2008, 324 pp. $35.00.

In the malaise that corrodes the political
and economic lives of contemporary Russia
and most of its post-Soviet neighbors, cor-
ruption suªuses and suborns government
itself. Serio does not make corruption his
subject, except indirectly. Rather, from
a unique perspective, he focuses on the
sloppy, misappropriated way the notion
of “Mafia” is used in and about Russia.
His unique vantage point comes from
serving for a year in the early 1990s in
the Russian Interior Ministry’s Organized
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Crime Control Department. He uses this
perspective not only to etch the contempo-
rary contours of organized crime in Russia
and where it blurs into the wider world
of corruption there but also to measure the
contemporary case against the role of
criminal deviancy back through the Soviet
period to the Middle Ages. The pedigree
is long-standing, but from the fine lines
he draws and the incredibly intricate and
ramified links embedding powerful
criminal groupings into contemporary
business and politics, it is clear that the
new incarnation innovates impressively.

Middle East
l .  carl brown

A Path Out of the Desert: A Grand Strategy
for America in the Middle East. by
kenneth m. pollack. Random
House, 2008, 592 pp. $30.00.

This big book oªers nothing less than a
U.S. grand strategy for the Middle East.
Pollack arrives at his grand strategy by
discussing seriatim such issues as oil, terror-
ism, anti-Americanism, nonproliferation,
democratization, and the parlous condition
of most Arab states, which he describes as
dangerously “pre-revolutionary.” Nor does
Pollack neglect specific country cases. Iran:
“relegate . . . regime change to the back
burner.” Iraq: give “the neighboring states a
greater stake.” Arab-Israeli conflict: Israel
is a moral and strategic asset, but securing
a just Israeli-Palestinian settlement is cru-
cial. These many separate studies, packed
with information and giving due attention
to counterarguments, cohere into Pollack’s
proposed grand strategy. This is to eschew
wars of choice and unilateralism (Pollack

is unremittingly critical of the Bush
administration) while oªering a massive
and sustained eªort to bring about “trans-
formation throughout the Middle East.”
Items in this ambitious agenda include
oªering as much as $10 billion annually
in grants to poor Middle Eastern states,
stepping up military assistance, making
Arab regimes the United States’ partners in
reform and democratization, and commit-
ting to taking action against any Middle
Eastern aggressor. Pollack’s grand strategy
takes the high road, but is it a path out
of the desert?

A History of Modern Iran. by ervand
abrahamian. Cambridge
University Press, 2008, 264 pp. $80.00 
(paper, $24.99). 

Abrahamian’s Iran Between Two Revolu-
tions, published in 1982, treated the political
history of Iran from the Constitutional
Revolution in the first decade of the twen-
tieth century until the Islamic Revolution
in 1979. This new book is not an updating
of that earlier work. Rather, Abrahamian
builds on that work plus others, such as
his Khomeinism (1993), to oªer a new
interpretive narrative intended for the
general reader. The usual accouterments
that should be found in such a work—
maps, chronological and statistical tables,
thumbnail biographies, and illustrations
(for example, of postage stamps high-
lighting ideologies and heroes)—are here
all especially eªective. Even the quotations
that begin each chapter, from characters
ranging from Alexis de Tocqueville to
Empress Farah Pahlavi to the former
president Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani,
hauntingly evoke the themes that follow.
Most of all, Abrahamian’s text oªers a
substantial interpretation of a country
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that during the last century experienced
disruptive transitions from Qajar to Pahlavi
to Islamic rule. Not to be forgotten is
another transition: an Iran that “entered the
twentieth century with oxen and wooden
plough” now has, a hundred years later,
“steel mills, one of the world’s highest
automobile accident rates and, to the
consternation of many, a nuclear program.”

After the Taliban: Nation-Building in
Afghanistan. by james f. dobbins.
Potomac Books, 2008, 192 pp. $19.95.

During his long diplomatic career,
Dobbins became an expert in helping
to put together states shattered by civil
war or invasion. Having served in this
capacity in Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, and
Kosovo, he was a natural pick for this
role in Afghanistan as the United States
turned to the task of overthrowing the
Taliban and chasing al Qaeda after
9/11. Dobbins weaves into his narrative
such matters as how he wended his
way through a thicket of bureaucratic
infighting and engaged in multilateral
diplomacy with Afghanistan’s many
factions, Afghanistan’s neighbors, other
outside powers, and the United Nations.
He also relates how the United States
twice (in 2001 and 2003) rebuªed Iranian
overtures seeking an overall settlement.
The United States’ early military action
in Afghanistan was, in his eyes, a suc-
cess story. The diplomatic task got oª
to a good start but faltered thereafter
when Washington, turning to Iraq, failed
to follow through with the needed nation-
building resources. Now, seven years
later, it may be necessary to step up the
eªort in Afghanistan under less favor-
able circumstances. 

Muqtada: Muqtada al-Sadr, the Shia
Revival, and the Struggle for Iraq. by
patrick cockburn. Scribner, 2008,
240 pp. $24.00. 

Soon after invading Iraq in 2003, the
United States encountered a major obstacle
to piecing together a sustainable state—
in the person of a dour 30-year-old Shiite
cleric. Muqtada al-Sadr remains to this
day a force and a problem for the Iraqis as
well as the Americans. Who is Sadr? His
cousin (whose daughter he would later
marry) the politically active Ayatollah
Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr was brutally
executed in 1980. Nineteen years later,
his father, Ayatollah Muhammad Sadiq
al-Sadr, also politically active but in a
more subtle manner, was assassinated.
With the overthrow of the Baathist
regime, it was as if Sadr had inherited
a family mission to challenge the other
great Shiite families, who had lived safely
in exile during Saddam Hussein’s rule;
to resist Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani’s
political quietism; and to lead the Shiite
masses who had responded to the religio-
political message of his family’s elders.
The veteran journalist Cockburn, who
has reported on Iraq since the late
1970s, paints a compelling portrait of
Sadr, his family roots, and his role in
Iraq since 2003. He depicts a man who
is neither a saint, not even a warrior-
saint (witness his followers’ shameful
killing of Sayyid Abdul Majid al-Khoei,
of a rival Shiite religious family, or the
killings by his militia in Baghdad), nor
the fanatical loose cannon often depicted
by the media. A driven man certainly,
Sadr is also a canny politician in an Iraq
that might usefully be compared to
Machiavelli’s Italy.
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Kingmakers: The Invention of the Modern
Middle East. by karl e. meyer and
shareen blair brysac. Norton,
2008, 480 pp. $27.95.

The years from the British occupation
of Egypt in 1882 to the British debacle
in the 1956 Suez crisis spanned what
Elizabeth Monroe in her classic work
called “Britain’s moment in the Middle
East.” It was a period of imperial dom-
ination characterized not by outright
colonial rule, as with the British Raj 
in India or British rule in the African
colonies, but by a mix of treaties, man-
dates, and kingmaking. Meyer and
Brysac use a dozen short biographies
to tell the story of this era. Their list
of characters includes, as would be ex-
pected, T. E. Lawrence, Lord Cromer,
Gertrude Bell, Sir Mark Sykes, and
Glubb Pasha. Among the others are Lord
Lugard, Harry St. John Philby, and
several other individuals involved in
the United Kingdom’s post–World War I
initiatives in Iraq and Iran: Sir Arnold
Wilson plus “the three Percys”—Cox,
Sykes, and Loraine. The authors then,
in an intriguing innovation, turn to
three American “kingmakers” in the
Middle East: two from the cia—Kermit
Roosevelt (leading the 1953 coup in Iran)
and Miles Copeland, Jr. (championing
clandestine activities during the 1950s)—
plus Deputy Defense Secretary Paul
Wolfowitz (pushing for the United
States’ 2003 invasion of Iraq). It all adds
up to a well-researched and readable
account of first British and then U.S.
eªorts to manage the Middle East.

Africa
nicolas van de walle

A History of Nigeria. by toyin falola
and matthew m. heaton.
Cambridge University Press, 2008,
376 pp. $90.00 (paper, $24.99).

Faith and Politics in Nigeria: Nigeria as a
Pivotal State in the Muslim World. by
john n. paden. U.S. Institute of
Peace Press, 2008, 180 pp. $12.00. 

With 140 million citizens and enough
oil to make it the sixth-biggest producer
in the world, Nigeria is the dominant
economic and political power of Africa.
Given the negative legacies of British
colonialism, the presence of literally
hundreds of distinct ethno-linguistic
identities throughout the country’s
territory, and the religious divisions
between a primarily Muslim North
and a primarily Christian South, the
process of state formation and the
maintenance of political stability have
been complicated and messy aªairs.
And on top of that, perhaps more than
for any other country, oil wealth has
proved to be a curse, as it has spurred
state corruption, the creation of a
remarkably greedy political class, and
conflict over the distribution of oil
revenues while bringing depressingly few
benefits for the country’s impoverished
majority. The distinguished Nigerian
historian Falola and his collaborator
Heaton have produced a valuable one-
volume history of Nigeria, from its
prehistoric roots to last year’s election,
providing an excellent introduction to
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this complicated nation. Theirs is a
fairly traditional history, with a sometimes
inadequate attention to economic factors
and structural dynamics. But its focus on
political events and individuals describes
complicated and charged dynamics in a
straightforward and evenhanded way, and
the authors manage to always situate these
events in the context of broader cultural
and social developments.

Paden’s short monograph focuses on
the role of Islam in the country’s contem-
porary politics and provides a great com-
plement to the Falola and Heaton book.
Noting that Nigeria is the most populated
country in the world with a rough bal-
ance between Muslims and Christians,
Paden argues that how Nigeria manages
religious diªerences in a peaceful way
oªers important lessons for the world.
Moreover, Nigeria’s size, as well as its
significant role in transnational networks,
including a very large expatriated popu-
lation (several hundred thousand Nige-
rians live in the United States alone),
makes the country a “pivotal state,” with
important implications for Africa, the
United States, and the Muslim world.
Paden argues that Nigeria has gained
valuable experience managing religious
diªerences peacefully and increasingly
democratically, and his book’s strongest
chapters analyze the nature of various
recent political compromises brokered
in the name of national unity. This is
an optimistic book, and some readers
may object that these compromises have
helped maintain national unity without
preventing the growth of shocking income
inequality and the persistence of absolute
poverty in a country with tens of billions
of dollars in oil revenues. 

Africa Doesn’t Matter: How the West Has
Failed the Poorest Continent and What
We Can Do About It. by giles
bolton. Arcade Publishing, 2008,
360 pp. $26.99.

This highly readable critique of current
Western policies toward Africa is authored
by a British former aid o⁄cial, and one of
the book’s strengths is the number of vivid
anecdotes and vignettes with which he illus-
trates his larger argument. It begins with an
overview of African poverty issues before
discussing the West’s aid and trade policies
and how they aªect Africa. Bolton’s central
argument is that the typical African
government faces overwhelming challenges
given the region’s crushing poverty and other
liabilities, such as ethnic divisions and civil
wars in neighboring countries. As a result,
African governments need the help of the
West to develop, but Western aid is often ill
conceived and ineªectual, and the global
trade order is biased against the interests
of poor countries. Better policies that would
help Africa are not forthcoming because
Western citizens are either ignorant of the
region or fixated on misguided ideas, such as
those of the “anti-globalization left.” Bolton’s
prescriptions? Curiously, despite his fairly
devastating criticism of aid, Bolton agrees
with current aid-industry recommendations
for substantial increases in its flow. He also
calls for readers to play a more proactive
role as consumers in order to help open up
Western markets to African products. The
book is designed for a nonspecialist reader-
ship, and it takes a pedagogic approach that
includes sidebars and jargon-free language.

Trade Unions and the Coming of Democracy
in Africa. edited by jon kraus.
Macmillan, 2007, 310 pp. $84.95.

The organizational and political weakness
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of nonstate institutions is one of the endur-
ing realities of political life in sub-Saharan
Africa (although it is true that the last
two decades have seen the emergence of
a more diversified and active civil society
in much of the region). Kraus and his
colleagues here investigate the prominent
role of trade unions in promoting democ-
ratization in the 1990s and sustaining it
since. The small size, organizational
weaknesses, and fissiparous tendencies
of unions are all highlighted, but the
central argument that emerges clearly
from Kraus’ introduction and conclusion,
as well as from the seven country cases
studies (on Ghana, Namibia, Niger,
Senegal, South Africa, Zambia, and
Zimbabwe) is that labor unions have
been able to play a central role in the
struggle for democracy despite their
shortcomings. The authors emphasize
the legitimacy and popularity of union
grievances, unions’ connections to oppo-
sition parties, and the weakness of other
nonstate actors. Paradoxically, unions
at the same time proved incapable of
protecting the economic interests of their
mostly public-sector and urban rank and
file, who have seen their purchasing power
eaten away by inflation, economic recession,
and the state’s retrenchment policies. 

Africa and the War on Terrorism. edited
by john davis. Ashgate, 2007, 
200 pp. $99.95.

Al Qaeda networks have long been pre-
sent in one form or another in northern
and northeastern Africa. From Osama
bin Laden’s association with the current
government in Sudan and the U.S. em-
bassy bombings in 1998 in Kenya and
Tanzania to the Islamist fundamentalist
factions in the current Somalian civil

war with direct links to al Qaeda, it is
clear that, after the Middle East, Africa
has been the privileged site for radical
Islamist fundamentalist activities. This
collection of essays, edited by Davis, is
patchy, but at its best it provides answers
to two essential questions: What exactly is
the nature of the threat posed by Islamic
terrorism in the region? And what should
the United States do about it? The essays
make it clear that the threat is not uniform
across the countries of the region but is
notably more substantial in the northern
half of the continent, where Islam is
more present and state formation more
problematic. They also suggest that U.S.
actions have not focused enough on the
region’s own unique problems and need
to emphasize state building and poverty
reduction rather than military matters.∂
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Letters to the Editor

Steven Hull on Condoleezza Rice and 
Rens Lee on engaging Cuba

RICE’S RECORD

To the Editor:
Condoleezza Rice’s “Rethinking the

National Interest” ( July/August 2008)
presented the secretary of state with a
unique opportunity to use the forum of
this magazine productively. Unfortunately,
the fundamental policies of the Bush
administration have not changed, and her
article was nothing more than a restate-
ment of previous failed policies. Such
pronouncements in the twilight of her
tenure are nothing more than rhetorical
justifications for the failed ideologies, poor
judgments, and gross misuse of power that
have characterized the Bush administra-
tion’s foreign policy.

Rather than refute her claims of success
one by one, it is enough to repeat what
is publicly known and a matter of record.
The Iraq war was not a war of necessity.
Its initial stages were characterized by poor
planning, the selective use of intelligence,
and insu⁄cient combat and occupation
resources. For three and a half years follow-
ing the invasion, George W. Bush, Rice,
and other key policymakers in the admin-
istration were in a state of denial, and Iraq
degenerated into open civil war. Five
years, 4,100 American military deaths, and
$700 billion later, the debacle continues.

Secretary Rice’s vision, view of history,
and accounting of the foreign policy status
quo are fictional at best. In January 2009,
she will leave o⁄ce. The rest of us will
be left to deal with our relatives who have
experienced the war firsthand, pay for the
war with our taxes, and strive to develop
a nonideological foreign policy that reflects
the United States’ form of government
and the practical limits of its power.

steven l. hull
Captain (Retired), U.S. Navy

RETHINKING THE EMBARGO

To the Editor:
Jorge Castañeda (“Morning in Latin

America,” September/October 2008)
argues for rethinking the United States’
Cuba policy because it has not worked
and is increasingly irrelevant. Yet there are
also compelling economic and security
reasons for ending the isolation of Cuba
now, without imposing preconditions or
waiting for a democratic transition. 

Current U.S. policy makes Cuba a
target of opportunity for a resurgent and
increasingly hostile Russia. Russian Prime
Minister Vladimir Putin talks openly about
“restoring [Russia’s] position in Cuba,”
and hints are surfacing in Moscow that
Russia might reestablish a military and

[ 180]
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intelligence presence on the island in
response to the planned U.S. missile
defense shield in eastern Europe. Points
of cooperation under consideration include
using Cuba as a refueling stop for long-
range bombers and for reconnaissance
ships and aircraft and reopening a gigantic
Soviet-era electronic monitoring and
surveillance facility near Havana. A state
visit to Havana in July by the hard-line
Russian deputy prime minister, Igor Sechin
(a reported former kgb agent and a mem-
ber of Putin’s inner circle), and the head
of Russia’s Security Council, Nikolai
Patrushev, could presage a new strategic
dialogue between Moscow and Havana,
even though the visit was o⁄cially touted
as investment-related.

Also, it is hardly coincidental that
the warming of Cuban-Russian ties and the
discussion of a renewed military relation-
ship have followed closely on the accession
of Raúl Castro as the de facto Cuban
leader. Moscow has historically regarded
Raúl’s brother Fidel as emotionally volatile,
a view stemming from Fidel’s erratic
behavior during the Cuban missile crisis,
when, in the Soviets’ view, Fidel was trying
to provoke a U.S.-Soviet nuclear conflict.
With Raúl—who resembles a Soviet-style
apparatchik—in charge, Russia may feel
more comfortable deploying strategic or
intelligence assets on the island.

Another good reason to reevaluate U.S.
Cuba policy relates to Cuba’s huge poten-
tial energy reserves in the Gulf of Mexico,
which the U.S. Geological Survey says
could contain 4.6 billion barrels of oil and
9.8 trillion cubic feet of natural gas. With
most of both the East Coast and the West
Coast of the United States closed to oª-
shore drilling, oil prices at well over $100 a

barrel, and international demand for
hydrocarbons projected to increase mas-
sively, U.S. exploration and development
of these deposits are becoming a tempting
prospect—and may provide a justification
for rescinding the embargo or at least for
creating an exception to it. Other energy-
dependent countries (such as China and
India) are already negotiating exploration
rights in the Gulf of Mexico, but because
Cuba is a U.S.-sanctioned country, U.S.
companies are forced to stand idly by.

Cuba can also play a potentially pivotal
role in controlling the Caribbean drug
trade. The island lies only 90 miles from
Key West, on a direct flight path between
Colombia’s Caribbean coast and the south-
eastern United States. Cuba has seized
some 65 tons of narcotics in the past decade,
most of it heading toward the Bahamas and
the United States. The United States
and Cuba have an obvious mutual interest
in stemming this flow (Cuba because some
of it ends up on the island, creating an
incipient drug market and a window of
opportunity for organized crime). Yet they
have not entered into a formal agreement
to fight drugs—even though Havana
maintains such agreements with 32 other
states—and what cooperation exists occurs
episodically on a case-by-case basis. Wash-
ington and Havana need to engage more
fully on the issue, jointly deploying intel-
ligence and interdiction assets to disrupt
smuggling networks that operate in the
western Caribbean. Yet Washington shies
away from a deeper relationship, fearing
that it would lead to a political opening
and confer a measure of legitimacy on the
Castro regime.

In sum, current strategic and economic
realities argue for dealing with the commu-
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nist Cuban regime as is—not insisting on
regime change as a precondition for im-
proving relations. Opening trade with
Cuba could, as many argue, plant the seeds
of democracy and free enterprise and give
Americans some leverage to moderate
the regime’s police-state characteristics.
But positioning the United States to
participate in a potential Cuban energy
bonanza and keeping Cuba out of the
orbit of both regional drug kingpins and
the United States’ geopolitical competitors
represent more immediate challenges.

rens lee
Senior Fellow, Foreign Policy Research

Institute
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