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The New American Realism

Rethinking the National Interest  Condoleezza Rice 2
After 9/11, the United States was called to lead with a new perspective on
threats and opportunities—recognizing that it is vital to U.S. national security
that states be willing and able to meet the full range of their responsibilities,
beyond their borders and within them. This uniquely American realism has
guided policy for the past eight years, and it must continue to do so in the
years to come. 

Essays

The New Israel and the Old Walter Russell Mead 28
In the United States, a pro-Israel foreign policy does not represent the triumph of
a small lobby over the public will. It represents the power of public opinion
to shape foreign policy in the face of concerns by foreign policy professionals. To
understand Washington’s support for the Jewish state, one has to understand the
depth, breadth, and venerability of gentile American Zionism.

China’s Olympic Nightmare

Elizabeth C. Economy and Adam Segal 47
The 2008 Olympics were meant to be China’s global coming-out party. But on the
eve of the Games, Beijing finds itself beset by internal protests and international
condemnation on issues ranging from Darfur and Tibet to air pollution and food
safety. If these challenges cannot be peacefully and successfully addressed, China
risks losing its credibility as a global leader.
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A Partnership of Equals C. Fred Bergsten 57
Despite its growing economic clout, China continues to act like a small country with
little impact on the global system at large and therefore little responsibility for it. This
behavior threatens to undermine the existing international economic architecture.
To avoid a major train wreck, Washington should seek to develop a true partnership
with Beijing so as to provide joint leadership of the global economic system.

In the Tank

David G. Victor and Sarah Eskreis-Winkler 70
Like many other large oil importers, the United States stocks massive amounts of crude
oil to buªer itself against shocks to the world oil market. But it has been reluctant to use
these stocks, even in times of crisis, and has managed them based on an outdated vision
of the market. Washington must radically reform its approach and coordinate it with
those of the rest of the world.

The Future of North America  Robert A. Pastor 84
The United States’ relationship with its North American neighbors matters more than
anything else to U.S. security and prosperity, but Washington has been mired in
squabbles over trade and integration. The next administration will have a chance
to build a common approach to continental problems—restarting the engine of
integration just when integration is needed more than ever.

Building a New Atlantic Alliance  James P. Rubin 99
Washington has paid a heavy price for alienating its European allies during the
Bush years, but the next administration will have the opportunity to build a new
Atlantic alliance. By compromising with Europe, the United States can confront
challenges such as climate change and the ongoing wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.

Reviews & Responses

Democratization and Its Discontents Eva Bellin 112
Two new primers on U.S. democracy promotion in the Middle East diªer on its
risks and benefits but agree that Washington can achieve more by doing less.

Shortsighted Statecraft Daniel C. Kurtzer 120
A smart history of recent U.S. policy toward the Middle East describes three decades
of bungling. But Washington should step up its game, not throw in the towel.

Present at the Re-Creation Andrew J. Bacevich 125
In his new book, Robert Kagan puts the Iraq war in his rearview mirror rather than
reflecting on all that has gone awry over the last five years.

Terror and the Law Curtis A. Bradley 132
Benjamin Wittes’ Law and the Long War is one of the most balanced and nonpolemic
accounts to date of the legal issues in the “war on terror.”
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ap / wide world photos

Condoleezza Rice, Nashville, Tennessee, May 2004

The foundation of American power is 
and will remain strong—for its source 

is the dynamism, vigor, and resilience of
American society.

Rethinking the National Interest     Condoleezza Rice 2

The New 
American Realism

03_CommentsDivider_Blues.qxd  5/22/08  12:13 PM  Page 1

Return to Table of Contents



Rethinking the
National Interest

American Realism for a New World

Condoleezza Rice

What is the national interest? This is a question that I took up in
2000 in these pages. That was a time that we as a nation revealingly
called “the post–Cold War era.” We knew better where we had been
than where we were going. Yet monumental changes were unfolding—
changes that were recognized at the time but whose implications were
largely unclear.

And then came the attacks of September 11, 2001.As in the aftermath
of the attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941, the United States was swept into
a fundamentally diªerent world. We were called to lead with a new
urgency and with a new perspective on what constituted threats and
what might emerge as opportunities. And as with previous strategic
shocks, one can cite elements of both continuity and change in our
foreign policy since the attacks of September 11.

What has not changed is that our relations with traditional and
emerging great powers still matter to the successful conduct of policy.
Thus, my admonition in 2000 that we should seek to get right the
“relationships with the big powers”—Russia, China, and emerging
powers such as India and Brazil—has consistently guided us. As
before, our alliances in the Americas, Europe, and Asia remain the
pillars of the international order, and we are now transforming them
to meet the challenges of a new era.

[2]

Condoleezza Rice is U.S. Secretary of State.
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What has changed is, most broadly, how we view the relationship
between the dynamics within states and the distribution of power
among them. As globalization strengthens some states, it exposes and
exacerbates the failings of many others—those too weak or poorly
governed to address challenges within their borders and prevent them
from spilling out and destabilizing the international order. In this
strategic environment, it is vital to our national security that states be
willing and able to meet the full range of their sovereign responsibilities,
both beyond their borders and within them. This new reality has
led us to some significant changes in our policy. We recognize that
democratic state building is now an urgent component of our national
interest. And in the broader Middle East, we recognize that freedom
and democracy are the only ideas that can, over time, lead to just and
lasting stability, especially in Afghanistan and Iraq.

As in the past, our policy has been sustained not just by our
strength but also by our values.The United States has long tried to marry
power and principle—realism and idealism. At times, there have been
short-term tensions between them. But we have always known where
our long-term interests lie. Thus, the United States has not been
neutral about the importance of human rights or the superiority of
democracy as a form of government, both in principle and in practice.
This uniquely American realism has guided us over the past eight
years, and it must guide us over the years to come.

great powers, old and new
By necessity, our relationships with Russia and China have been
rooted more in common interests than common values.With Russia, we
have found common ground, as evidenced by the “strategic framework”
agreement that President George W. Bush and Russian President
Vladimir Putin signed in Sochi in March of this year. Our relationship
with Russia has been sorely tested by Moscow’s rhetoric, by its tendency
to treat its neighbors as lost “spheres of influence,” and by its energy
policies that have a distinct political tinge. And Russia’s internal course
has been a source of considerable disappointment, especially because
in 2000 we hoped that it was moving closer to us in terms of values.
Yet it is useful to remember that Russia is not the Soviet Union. It is

Rethinking the National Interest

foreign affairs . July /August 2008 [3]
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neither a permanent enemy nor a strategic threat. Russians now enjoy
greater opportunity and, yes, personal freedom than at almost any
other time in their country’s history. But that alone is not the standard
to which Russians themselves want to be held. Russia is not just a
great power; it is also the land and culture of a great people. And in the
twenty-first century, greatness is increasingly defined by the techno-
logical and economic development that flows naturally in open and
free societies. That is why the full development both of Russia and of
our relationship with it still hangs in the balance as the country’s
internal transformation unfolds.

The last eight years have also challenged us to deal with rising
Chinese influence, something we have no reason to fear if that power
is used responsibly. We have stressed to Beijing that with China’s full
membership in the international community comes responsibilities,
whether in the conduct of its economic and trade policy, its approach to
energy and the environment, or its policies in the developing world.
China’s leaders increasingly realize this, and they are moving, albeit
slowly, to a more cooperative approach on a range of problems. For
instance, on Darfur, after years of unequivocally supporting Khartoum,
China endorsed the un Security Council resolution authorizing the
deployment of a hybrid United Nations–African Union peacekeeping
force and dispatched an engineering battalion to pave the way for
those peacekeepers. China needs to do much more on issues such
as Darfur, Burma, and Tibet, but we sustain an active and candid
dialogue with China’s leaders on these challenges.

The United States, along with many other countries, remains
concerned about China’s rapid development of high-tech weapons
systems. We understand that as countries develop, they will modernize
their armed forces. But China’s lack of transparency about its military
spending and doctrine and its strategic goals increases mistrust and
suspicion. Although Beijing has agreed to take incremental steps
to deepen U.S.-Chinese military-to-military exchanges, it needs to
move beyond the rhetoric of peaceful intentions toward true engage-
ment in order to reassure the international community.

Our relationships with Russia and China are complex and charac-
terized simultaneously by competition and cooperation. But in the
absence of workable relations with both of these states, diplomatic
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solutions to many international problems would be elusive. Trans-
national terrorism and the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction,
climate change and instability stemming from poverty and disease—
these are dangers to all successful states, including those that might
in another time have been violent rivals. It is incumbent on the
United States to find areas of cooperation and strategic agreement
with Russia and China, even when there are significant diªerences.

Obviously, Russia and China carry special responsibility and
weight as fellow permanent members of the un Security Council,
but this has not been the only forum in which we have worked together.
Another example has emerged in Northeast Asia with the six-party
framework.The North Korean nuclear issue could have led to conflict
among the states of Northeast Asia, or to the isolation of the United
States, given the varied and vital interests of China, Japan,Russia,South
Korea, and the United States. Instead, it has become an opportunity
for cooperation and coordination as the eªorts toward verifiable
denuclearization proceed. And when North Korea tested a nuclear
device last year, the five other parties already were an established
coalition and went quickly to the Security Council for a Chapter 7
resolution. That, in turn, put considerable pressure on North Korea
to return to the six-party talks and to shut down and begin disabling
its Yongbyon reactor. The parties intend to institutionalize these
habits of cooperation through the establishment of a Northeast
Asian Peace and Security Mechanism—a first step toward a security
forum in the region.

The importance of strong relations with global players extends to
those that are emerging. With those, particularly India and Brazil,
the United States has built deeper and broader ties. India stands on the
front lines of globalization. This democratic nation promises to
become a global power and an ally in shaping an international order
rooted in freedom and the rule of law. Brazil’s success at using democ-
racy and markets to address centuries of pernicious social inequality
has global resonance. Today, India and Brazil look outward as never
before, secure in their ability to compete and succeed in the global
economy. In both countries, national interests are being redefined as
Indians and Brazilians realize their direct stake in a democratic, secure,
and open international order—and their commensurate responsibilities
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for strengthening it and defending it against the major transnational
challenges of our era. We have a vital interest in the success and pros-
perity of these and other large multiethnic democracies with global
reach, such as Indonesia and South Africa. And as these emerging
powers change the geopolitical landscape, it will be important that
international institutions also change to reflect this reality. This is why
President Bush has made clear his support for a reasonable expansion
of the un Security Council.

shared values and shared responsibility
As important as relations are with Russia and China, it is our work
with our allies, those with whom we share values, that is transform-
ing international politics—for this work presents an opportunity to
expand the ranks of well-governed, law-abiding democratic states in
our world and to defeat challenges to this vision of international
order. Cooperation with our democratic allies, therefore, should not
be judged simply by how we relate to one another. It should be
judged by the work we do together to defeat terrorism and extremism,
meet global challenges, defend human rights and dignity, and support
new democracies.

In the Americas, this has meant strengthening our ties with strategic
democracies such as Canada, Mexico, Colombia, Brazil, and Chile
in order to further the democratic development of our hemisphere.
Together, we have supported struggling states, such as Haiti, in lock-
ing in their transitions to democracy and security. Together, we are
defending ourselves against drug tra⁄ckers, criminal gangs, and the
few autocratic outliers in our democratic hemisphere.The region still
faces challenges, including Cuba’s coming transition and the need to
support, unequivocally, the Cuban people’s right to a democratic
future. There is no doubt that centuries-old suspicions of the United
States persist in the region. But we have begun to write a new narrative
that speaks not only to macroeconomic development and trade but
also to the need for democratic leaders to address problems of social
justice and inequality.

I believe that one of the most compelling stories of our time is our
relationship with our oldest allies. The goal of a Europe whole, free,
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and at peace is very close to completion.The United States welcomes
a strong, united, and coherent Europe. There is no doubt that the
European Union has been a superb anchor for the democratic evolution
of eastern Europe after the Cold War. Hopefully, the day will come
when Turkey takes its place in the eu.

Membership in the eu and nato has been attractive enough to
lead countries to make needed reforms and to seek the peaceful
resolution of long-standing conflicts with their neighbors. The
reverse has been true as well: the new members have transformed
these two pillars of the transatlantic relationship.Twelve of the 28 mem-
bers of nato are former “captive nations,” countries once in the Soviet
sphere. The eªect of their joining the alliance is felt in a renewed
dedication to promoting and protecting democracy. Whether send-
ing troops to Afghanistan or Iraq or fiercely defending the continued
expansion of nato, these states have brought new energy and fervor
to the alliance.

In recent years, the mission and the purpose of the alliance have
also been transformed. Indeed, many can remember when nato
viewed the world in two parts: Europe and “out of area,” which was
basically everywhere else. If someone had said in 2000 that nato
today would be rooting out terrorists in Kandahar, training the security
forces of a free Iraq, providing critical support to peacekeepers in
Darfur, and moving forward on missile defenses, hopefully in partner-
ship with Russia, who would have believed him? The endurance and
resilience of the transatlantic alliance is one reason that I believe Lord
Palmerston got it wrong when he said that nations have no permanent
allies.The United States does have permanent allies: the nations with
whom we share common values.

Democratization is also deepening across the Asia-Pacific region.
This is expanding our circle of allies and advancing the goals we
share. Indeed, although many assume that the rise of China will
determine the future of Asia, so, too—and perhaps to an even greater
degree—will the broader rise of an increasingly democratic community
of Asian states. This is the defining geopolitical event of the twenty-
first century, and the United States is right in the middle of it. We
enjoy a strong, democratic alliance with Australia, with key states in
Southeast Asia, and with Japan—an economic giant that is emerging
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as a “normal” state, capable of working to secure and spread our values
both in Asia and beyond. South Korea, too, has become a global
partner whose history can boast an inspiring journey from poverty
and dictatorship to democracy and prosperity. Finally, the United
States has a vital stake in India’s rise to global power and prosperity,
and relations between the two countries have never been stronger
or broader. It will take continued work, but this is a dramatic break-
through for both our strategic interests and our values.

It is now possible to speak of emerging democratic allies in Africa
as well.Too often, Africa is thought of only as a humanitarian concern
or a zone of conflict. But the continent has seen successful transitions
to democracy in several states, among them Ghana, Liberia, Mali,
and Mozambique. Our administration has worked to help the
democratic leaders of these and other states provide for their people—
most of all by attacking the continental scourge of hiv/aids in an un-
precedented eªort of power, imagination, and mercy. We have also
been an active partner in resolving conflicts—from the conclusion
of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement, which ended the civil war
between the North and the South in Sudan, to active engagement in
the Great Lakes region, to the intervention of a small contingent of
U.S. military forces in coordination with the African Union to end
the conflict in Liberia. Although conflicts in Darfur, Somalia, and
other places tragically remain violent and unresolved, it is worth not-
ing the considerable progress that African states are making on many
fronts and the role that the United States has played in supporting
African eªorts to solve the continent’s greatest problems.

a democratic model of development
Although the United States’ ability to influence strong states is
limited, our ability to enhance the peaceful political and economic
development of weak and poorly governed states can be considerable.
We must be willing to use our power for this purpose—not only
because it is necessary but also because it is right.Too often, promoting
democracy and promoting development are thought of as separate
goals. In fact, it is increasingly clear that the practices and institutions
of democracy are essential to the creation of sustained, broad-based
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economic development—and that market-driven development is
essential to the consolidation of democracy. Democratic development
is a unified political-economic model, and it oªers the mix of flex-
ibility and stability that best enables states to seize globalization’s
opportunities and manage its challenges. And for those who think
otherwise: What real alternative worthy of America is there? 

Democratic development is not only an eªective path to wealth
and power; it is also the best way to ensure that these benefits are
shared justly across entire societies, without exclusion, repression,
or violence. We saw this recently in Kenya,
where democracy enabled civil society, the
press, and business leaders to join together
to insist on an inclusive political bargain
that could stem the country’s slide into ethnic
cleansing and lay a broader foundation for
national reconciliation. In our own hemi-
sphere, democratic development has opened
up old, elite-dominated systems to millions on the margins of society.
These people are demanding the benefits of citizenship long denied
them, and because they are doing so democratically, the real story in
our hemisphere since 2001 is not that our neighbors have given up
on democracy and open markets; it is that they are broadening our
region’s consensus in support of democratic development by ensuring
that it leads to social justice for the most marginalized citizens.

The untidiness of democracy has led some to wonder if weak states
might not be better oª passing through a period of authoritarian
capitalism. A few countries have indeed succeeded with this model,
and its allure is only heightened when democracy is too slow in
delivering or incapable of meeting high expectations for a better life.
Yet for every state that embraces authoritarianism and manages to
create wealth, there are many, many more that simply make poverty,
inequality, and corruption worse. For those that are doing pretty well
economically, it is worth asking whether they might be doing even
better with a freer system. Ultimately, it is at least an open question
whether authoritarian capitalism is itself an indefinitely sustainable
model. Is it really possible in the long run for governments to respect
their citizen’s talents but not their rights? I, for one, doubt it.
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For the United States, promoting democratic development must
remain a top priority. Indeed, there is no realistic alternative that we
can—or should—oªer to influence the peaceful evolution of weak
and poorly governed states. The real question is not whether to
pursue this course but how.

We first need to recognize that democratic development is always
possible but never fast or easy. This is because democracy is really
the complex interplay of democratic practices and culture. In the
experience of countless nations, ours especially, we see that culture is
not destiny. Nations of every culture, race, religion, and level of
development have embraced democracy and adapted it to their own
circumstances and traditions. No cultural factor has yet been a stum-
bling block—not German or Japanese “militarism,” not “Asian
values,” not African “tribalism,” not Latin America’s alleged fondness
for caudillos, not the once-purported preference of eastern Europeans
for despotism.

The fact is, few nations begin the democratic journey with a demo-
cratic culture. The vast majority create one over time—through the
hard, daily struggle to make good laws, build democratic institutions,
tolerate diªerences, resolve them peacefully, and share power justly.
Unfortunately, it is di⁄cult to grow the habits of democracy in the
controlled environment of authoritarianism, to have them ready and in
place when tyranny is lifted.The process of democratization is likely to
be messy and unsatisfactory, but it is absolutely necessary. Democracy,
it is said, cannot be imposed,particularly by a foreign power.This is true
but beside the point. It is more likely that tyranny has to be imposed.

The story today is rarely one of peoples resisting the basics of
democracy—the right to choose those who will govern them and
other basic freedoms. It is, instead, about people choosing democratic
leaders and then becoming impatient with them and holding them
accountable on their duty to deliver a better life. It is strongly in our
national interest to help sustain these leaders, support their countries’
democratic institutions, and ensure that their new governments are
capable of providing for their own security, especially when their
nations have experienced crippling conflicts. To do so will require
long-term partnerships rooted in mutual responsibility and the inte-
gration of all elements of our national power—political, diplomatic,
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economic, and, at times, military. We have recently built such partner-
ships to great eªect with countries as diªerent as Colombia, Lebanon,
and Liberia. Indeed, a decade ago, Colombia was on the verge of failure.
Today, in part because of our long-term partnership with courageous
leaders and citizens, Colombia is emerging as a normal nation, with
democratic institutions that are defending the country, governing
justly, reducing poverty, and contributing to international security.

We must now build long-term partnerships with other new and
fragile democracies, especially Afghanistan. The basics of democracy
are taking root in this country after nearly three decades of tyranny,
violence, and war. For the first time in their history, Afghans have a
government of the people, elected in presidential and parliamentary
elections, and guided by a constitution that codifies the rights of
all citizens.The challenges in Afghanistan do not stem from a strong
enemy. The Taliban oªers a political vision that very few Afghans
embrace. Rather, they exploit the current limitations of the Afghan
government, using violence against civilians and revenues from illegal
narcotics to impose their rule. Where the Afghan government, with
support from the international community, has been able to provide
good governance and economic opportunity, the Taliban is in retreat.
The United States and nato have a vital interest in supporting the
emergence of an eªective, democratic Afghan state that can defeat
the Taliban and deliver “population security”—addressing basic needs
for safety, services, the rule of law, and increased economic opportunity.
We share this goal with the Afghan people, who do not want us to
leave until we have accomplished our common mission.We can succeed
in Afghanistan, but we must be prepared to sustain a partnership with
that new democracy for many years to come.

One of our best tools for supporting states in building democratic
institutions and strengthening civil society is our foreign assistance,
but we must use it correctly. One of the great advances of the past
eight years has been the creation of a bipartisan consensus for the
more strategic use of foreign assistance. We have begun to transform
our assistance into an incentive for developing states to govern justly,
advance economic freedom, and invest in their people. This is the
great innovation of the Millennium Challenge Account initiative.More
broadly, we are now better aligning our foreign aid with our foreign
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policy goals—so as to help developing countries move from war to
peace, poverty to prosperity, poor governance to democracy and the
rule of law. At the same time, we have launched historic eªorts to
help remove obstacles to democratic development—by forgiving old
debts, feeding the hungry, expanding access to education, and fighting
pandemics such as malaria and hiv/aids. Behind all of these eªorts
is the overwhelming generosity of the American people, who since
2001 have supported the near tripling of the United States’ o⁄cial
development assistance worldwide—doubling it for Latin America
and quadrupling it for Africa.

Ultimately, one of the best ways to support the growth of demo-
cratic institutions and civil society is to expand free and fair trade and
investment. The very process of implementing a trade agreement or a
bilateral investment treaty helps to hasten and consolidate democratic
development. Legal and political institutions that can enforce property
rights are better able to protect human rights and the rule of law.
Independent courts that can resolve commercial disputes can better
resolve civil and political disputes. The transparency needed to fight
corporate corruption makes it harder for political corruption to go
unnoticed and unpunished. A rising middle class also creates new
centers of social power for political movements and parties. Trade is
a divisive issue in our country right now, but we must not forget that
it is essential not only for the health of our domestic economy but also
for the success our foreign policy.

There will always be humanitarian needs, but our goal must be
to use the tools of foreign assistance, security cooperation, and trade
together to help countries graduate to self-su⁄ciency. We must insist
that these tools be used to promote democratic development. It is in
our national interest to do so.

the changing middle east
What about the broader Middle East, the arc of states that
stretches from Morocco to Pakistan? The Bush administration’s
approach to this region has been its most vivid departure from prior
policy.But our approach is, in reality, an extension of traditional tenets—
incorporating human rights and the promotion of democratic develop-
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ment into a policy meant to further our national interest. What is
exceptional is that the Middle East was treated as an exception for
so many decades. U.S. policy there focused almost exclusively on
stability. There was little dialogue, certainly not publicly, about the
need for democratic change.

For six decades, under both Democratic and Republican adminis-
trations, a basic bargain defined the United States’ engagement in
the broader Middle East: we supported authoritarian regimes, and they
supported our shared interest in regional stability. After September 11,
it became increasingly clear that this old bargain had produced false
stability. There were virtually no legitimate channels for political
expression in the region. But this did not mean that there was no
political activity. There was—in madrasahs and radical mosques. It is
no wonder that the best-organized political forces were extremist
groups. And it was there, in the shadows, that al Qaeda found the
troubled souls to prey on and exploit as its foot soldiers in its millenarian
war against the “far enemy.”

One response would have been to fight the terrorists without ad-
dressing this underlying cause. Perhaps it would have been possible to
manage these suppressed tensions for a while. Indeed, the quest for
justice and a new equilibrium on which the nations of the broader
Middle East are now embarked is very turbulent. But is it really worse
than the situation before? Worse than when Lebanon suªered under
the boot of Syrian military occupation? Worse than when the self-
appointed rulers of the Palestinians personally pocketed the world’s
generosity and squandered their best chance for a two-state peace?
Worse than when the international community imposed sanctions on
innocent Iraqis in order to punish the man who tyrannized them,
threatened Iraq’s neighbors, and bulldozed 300,000 human beings
into unmarked mass graves? Or worse than the decades of oppression
and denied opportunity that spawned hopelessness, fed hatreds, and
led to the sort of radicalization that brought about the ideology
behind the September 11 attacks? Far from being the model of stability
that some seem to remember, the Middle East from 1945 on was
wracked repeatedly by civil conflicts and cross-border wars. Our current
course is certainly di⁄cult, but let us not romanticize the old bargains
of the Middle East—for they yielded neither justice nor stability.
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The president’s second inaugural address and my speech at the
American University in Cairo in June 2005 have been held up as
rhetorical declarations that have faded in the face of hard realities. No
one will argue that the goal of democratization and modernization in
the broader Middle East lacks ambition, and we who support it fully
acknowledge that it will be a di⁄cult, generational task. No one event,
and certainly not a speech, will bring it into being. But if America
does not set the goal, no one will.

This goal is made more complicated by the fact that the future
of the Middle East is bound up in many of our other vital interests:
energy security, nonproliferation, the defense of friends and allies, the
resolution of old conflicts, and, most of all, the need for near-term
partners in the global struggle against violent Islamist extremism. To
state, however, that we must promote either our security interests or
our democratic ideals is to present a false choice. Admittedly, our
interests and our ideals do come into tension at times in the short
term. America is not an ngo and must balance myriad factors in our
relations with all countries. But in the long term, our security is best
ensured by the success of our ideals: freedom, human rights, open
markets, democracy, and the rule of law.

The leaders and citizens of the broader Middle East are now
searching for answers to the fundamental questions of modern state
building: What are to be the limits on the state’s use of power, both
within and beyond its borders? What will be the role of the state in
the lives of its citizens and the relationship between religion and
politics? How will traditional values and mores be reconciled with the
democratic promise of individual rights and liberty, particularly for
women and girls? How is religious and ethnic diversity to be accom-
modated in fragile political institutions when people tend to hold on
to traditional associations? The answers to these and other questions
can come only from within the Middle East itself. The task for us is
to support and shape these di⁄cult processes of change and to help
the nations of the region overcome several major challenges to their
emergence as modern, democratic states.

The first challenge is the global ideology of violent Islamist ex-
tremism, as embodied by groups, such as al Qaeda, that thoroughly
reject the basic tenets of modern politics, seeking instead to topple
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sovereign states, erase national borders, and restore the imperial struc-
ture of the ancient caliphate. To resist this threat, the United States
will need friends and allies in the region who are willing and able to
take action against the terrorists among them. Ultimately, how-
ever, this is more than just a struggle of arms; it is a contest of ideas.
Al Qaeda’s theory of victory is to hijack the legitimate local and national
grievances of Muslim societies and twist them into an ideological
narrative of endless struggle against Western, especially U.S., oppres-
sion. The good news is that al Qaeda’s intolerant ideology can be
enforced only through brutality and violence. When people are free
to choose, as we have seen in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Iraq’s
Anbar Province, they reject al Qaeda’s ideology and rebel against its
control. Our theory of victory, therefore, must be to oªer people a
democratic path to advance their interests peacefully—to develop
their talents, to redress injustices, and to live in freedom and dignity.
In this sense, the fight against terrorism is a kind of global counterin-
surgency: the center of gravity is not the enemies we fight but the
societies they are trying to radicalize.

Admittedly, our interests in both promoting democratic develop-
ment and fighting terrorism and extremism lead to some hard choices,
because we do need capable friends in the broader Middle East who
can root out terrorists now.These states are often not democratic, so we
must balance the tensions between our short-term and our long-term
goals. We cannot deny nondemocratic states the security assistance
to fight terrorism or defend themselves. At the same time, we must
use other points of leverage to promote democracy and hold our
friends to account.That means supporting civil society, as we have done
through the Forum for the Future and the Middle East Partnership
Initiative, and using public and private diplomacy to push our non-
democratic partners to reform. Changes are slowly coming in terms
of universal suªrage, more influential parliaments, and education for
girls and women. We must continue to advocate for reform and support
indigenous agents of change in nondemocratic countries, even as we
cooperate with their governments on security.

An example of how our administration has balanced these concerns
is our relationship with Pakistan. Following years of U.S. neglect of
that relationship, our administration had to establish a partnership
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with Pakistan’s military government to achieve a common goal after
September 11. We did so knowing that our security and that of
Pakistan ultimately required a return to civilian and democratic rule.
So even as we worked with President Pervez Musharraf to fight ter-
rorists and extremists, we invested more than $3 billion to strengthen
Pakistani society—building schools and health clinics, providing
emergency relief after the 2005 earthquake, and supporting political
parties and the rule of law. We urged Pakistan’s military leaders to put
their country on a modern and moderate
trajectory, which in some important re-
spects they did. And when this progress was
threatened last year by the declaration of
emergency rule, we pushed President
Musharraf hard to take oª his uniform and
hold free elections. Although terrorists tried
to thwart the return of democracy and trag-
ically killed many innocent people, includ-
ing former Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto, the Pakistani people
dealt extremism a crushing defeat at the polls. This restoration of
democracy in Pakistan creates an opportunity for us to build the
lasting and broad-based partnership that we have never achieved with
this nation, thereby enhancing our security and anchoring the suc-
cess of our values in a troubled region.

A second challenge to the emergence of a better Middle East
is posed by aggressive states that seek not to peacefully reform the
present regional order but to alter it using any form of violence—
assassination, intimidation, terrorism. The question is not whether
any particular state should have influence in the region. They all do,
and will.The real question is, What kind of influence will these states
wield—and to what ends, constructive or destructive? It is this
fundamental and still unresolved question that is at the center of many
of the geopolitical challenges in the Middle East today—whether it
is Syria’s undermining of Lebanon’s sovereignty, Iran’s pursuit of a
nuclear capability, or both states’ support for terrorism.

Iran poses a particular challenge. The Iranian regime pursues
its disruptive policies both through state instruments, such as the
Revolutionary Guards and the al Quds force, and through nonstate
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proxies that extend Iranian power, such as elements of the Mahdi
Army in Iraq, Hamas in Gaza, and Hezbollah in Lebanon and around
the world. The Iranian regime seeks to subvert states and extend
its influence throughout the Persian Gulf region and the broader
Middle East. It threatens the state of Israel with extinction and holds
implacable hostility toward the United States. And it is destabilizing
Iraq, endangering U.S. forces, and killing innocent Iraqis.The United
States is responding to these provocations. Clearly, an Iran with a
nuclear weapon or even the technology to build one on demand would
be a grave threat to international peace and security.

But there is also another Iran. It is the land of a great culture and
a great people, who suªer under repression. The Iranian people
deserve to be integrated into the international system, to travel freely
and be educated in the best universities. Indeed, the United States
has reached out to them with exchanges of sports teams, disaster-
relief workers, and artists. By many accounts, the Iranian people
are favorably disposed to Americans and to the United States. Our
relationship could be diªerent. Should the Iranian government honor
the un Security Council’s demands and suspend its uranium enrich-
ment and related activities, the community of nations, including the
United States, is prepared to discuss the full range of issues before us.
The United States has no permanent enemies.

Ultimately, the many threats that Iran poses must be seen in a broader
context: that of a state fundamentally out of step with the norms and
values of the international community. Iran must make a strategic
choice—a choice that we have sought to clarify with our approach—
about how and to what ends it will wield its power and influence: Does
it want to continue thwarting the legitimate demands of the world,
advancing its interests through violence, and deepening the isolation of
its people? Or is it open to a better relationship, one of growing trade
and exchange, deepening integration, and peaceful cooperation with
its neighbors and the broader international community? Tehran
should know that changes in its behavior would meet with changes
in ours. But Iran should also know that the United States will defend
its friends and its interests vigorously until the day that change comes.

A third challenge is finding a way to resolve long-standing conflicts,
particularly that between the Israelis and the Palestinians. Our admin-
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istration has put the idea of democratic development at the center
of our approach to this conflict, because we came to believe that the
Israelis will not achieve the security they deserve in their Jewish
state and the Palestinians will not achieve the better life they deserve
in a state of their own until there is a Palestinian government capable
of exercising its sovereign responsibilities, both to its citizens and
to its neighbors. Ultimately, a Palestinian state must be created that
can live side by side with Israel in peace and security. This state will
be born not just through negotiations to resolve hard issues related
to borders, refugees, and the status of Jerusalem but also through
the di⁄cult eªort to build eªective democratic institutions that can
fight terrorism and extremism, enforce the rule of law, combat
corruption, and create opportunities for the Palestinians to improve
their lives. This confers responsibilities on both parties.

As the experience of the past several years has shown, there is a
fundamental disagreement at the heart of Palestinian society—
between those who reject violence and recognize Israel’s right to
exist and those who do not. The Palestinian people must ultimately
make a choice about which future they desire, and it is only democracy
that gives them that choice and holds open the possibility of a peace-
ful way forward to resolve the existential question at the heart of
their national life.The United States, Israel, other states in the region,
and the international community must do everything in their power
to support those Palestinians who would choose a future of peace
and compromise. When the two-state solution is finally realized, it
will be because of democracy, not despite it.

This is, indeed, a controversial view, and it speaks to one more
challenge that must be resolved if democratic and modern states are
to emerge in the broader Middle East: how to deal with nonstate
groups whose commitment to democracy, nonviolence, and the rule
of law is suspect. Because of the long history of authoritarianism in
the region, many of the best-organized political parties are Islamist,
and some of them have not renounced violence used in the service of
political goals. What should be their role in the democratic process?
Will they take power democratically only to subvert the very process
that brought them victory? Are elections in the broader Middle East
therefore dangerous? 
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These questions are not easy. When Hamas won elections in the
Palestinian territories, it was widely seen as a failure of policy. But
although this victory most certainly complicated aªairs in the broader

Middle East, in another way it helped to
clarify matters.Hamas had significant power
before those elections—largely the power to
destroy. After the elections, Hamas also
had to face real accountability for its use of
power for the first time.This has enabled the
Palestinian people, and the international
community, to hold Hamas to the same
basic standards of responsibility to which all

governments should be held. Through its continued unwillingness
to behave like a responsible regime rather than a violent movement,
Hamas has demonstrated that it is wholly incapable of governing.

Much attention has been focused on Gaza, which Hamas holds
hostage to its incompetent and brutal policies. But in other places, the
Palestinians have held Hamas accountable. In the West Bank city of
Qalqilya, for instance, where Hamas was elected in 2004, frustrated
and fed-up Palestinians voted it out of o⁄ce in the next election. If
there can be a legitimate, eªective, and democratic alternative to
Hamas (something that Fatah has not yet been), people will likely
choose it. This would especially be true if the Palestinians could live
a normal life within their own state.

The participation of armed groups in elections is problematic. But
the lesson is not that there should not be elections. Rather, there should
be standards, like the ones to which the international community has
held Hamas after the fact: you can be a terrorist group or you can be a
political party, but you cannot be both. As di⁄cult as this problem
is, it cannot be the case that people are denied the right to vote just
because the outcome might be unpleasant to us. Although we cannot
know whether politics will ultimately deradicalize violent groups, we
do know that excluding them from the political process grants them
power without responsibility. This is yet another challenge that the
leaders and the peoples of the broader Middle East must resolve as
the region turns to democratic processes and institutions to resolve
diªerences peacefully and without repression.
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the transformation of iraq
Then, of course, there is Iraq, which is perhaps the toughest test
of the proposition that democracy can overcome deep divisions and
diªerences. Because Iraq is a microcosm of the region, with its layers
of ethnic and sectarian diversity, the Iraqi people’s struggle to build a
democracy after the fall of Saddam Hussein is shifting the landscape
not just of Iraq but of the broader Middle East as well.

The cost of this war, in lives and treasure, for Americans and Iraqis,
has been greater than we ever imagined. This story is still being
written, and will be for many years to come. Sanctions and weapons
inspections, prewar intelligence and diplomacy, troop levels and post-
war planning—these are all important issues that historians will
analyze for decades. But the fundamental question that we can ask and
debate now is, Was removing Saddam from power the right decision?
I continue to believe that it was.

After we fought one war against Saddam and then remained in a
formal state of hostilities with him for over a decade, our containment
policy began to erode. The community of nations was losing its will
to enforce containment, and Iraq’s ruler was getting increasingly good
at exploiting it through programs such as oil-for-food—indeed, more
than we knew at the time.The failure of containment was increasingly
evident in the un Security Council resolutions that were passed and
then violated, in our regular clashes in the no-fly zones, and in President
Bill Clinton’s decision to launch air strikes in 1998 and then join with
Congress to make “regime change” our government’s o⁄cial policy in
Iraq. If Saddam was not a threat, why did the community of nations
keep the Iraqi people under the most brutal sanctions in modern his-
tory? In fact, as the Iraq Survey Group showed, Saddam was ready
and willing to reconstitute his weapons of mass destruction programs
as soon as international pressure had dissipated.

The United States did not overthrow Saddam to democratize the
Middle East. It did so to remove a long-standing threat to interna-
tional security. But the administration was conscious of the goal of
democratization in the aftermath of liberation. We discussed the
question of whether we should be satisfied with the end of Saddam’s
rule and the rise of another strongman to replace him. The answer
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was no, and it was thus avowedly U.S. policy from the outset to try
to support the Iraqis in building a democratic Iraq. It is important to
remember that we did not overthrow Adolf Hitler to bring democracy
to Germany either. But the United States believed that only a demo-
cratic Germany could ultimately anchor a lasting peace in Europe.

The democratization of Iraq and the democratization of the Middle
East were thus linked. So, too, was the war on terror linked to Iraq,
because our goal after September 11 was to address the deeper malig-
nancies of the Middle East, not just the symptoms of them. It is very
hard to imagine how a more just and democratic Middle East could
ever have emerged with Saddam still at the center of the region.

Our eªort in Iraq has been extremely arduous. Iraq was a broken
state and a broken society under Saddam. We have made mistakes.
That is undeniable. The explosion to the surface of long-suppressed
grievances has challenged fragile, young democratic institutions. But
there is no other decent and peaceful way for the Iraqis to reconcile.

As Iraq emerges from its di⁄culties, the impact of its transforma-
tion is being felt in the rest of the region. Ultimately, the states of the
Middle East need to reform. But they need to reform their relations,
too. A strategic realignment is unfolding in the broader Middle East,
separating those states that are responsible and accept that the time
for violence under the rubric of “resistance” has passed and those that
continue to fuel extremism, terrorism, and chaos. Support for moderate
Palestinians and a two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
and for democratic leaders and citizens in Lebanon have focused the
energies of Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan, and the states of the Persian
Gulf. They must come to see that a democratic Iraq can be an ally in
resisting extremism in the region. When they invited Iraq to join the
ranks of the Gulf Cooperation Council–Plus–Two (Egypt and Jordan),
they took an important step in that direction.

At the same time, these countries look to the United States to stay
deeply involved in their troubled region and to counter and deter
threats from Iran. The United States now has the weight of its eªort
very much in the center of the broader Middle East. Our long-term
partnerships with Afghanistan and Iraq, to which we must remain
deeply committed,our new relationships in Central Asia, and our long-
standing partnerships in the Persian Gulf provide a solid geostrategic
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foundation for the generational work ahead of helping to bring about
a better, more democratic, and more prosperous Middle East.

a uniquely american realism
Investing in strong and rising powers as stakeholders in the inter-
national order and supporting the democratic development of weak
and poorly governed states—these broad goals for U.S. foreign policy
are certainly ambitious, and they raise an obvious question: Is the
United States up to the challenge, or, as some fear and assert these
days, is the United States a nation in decline?

We should be confident that the foundation of American power is and
will remain strong—for its source is the dynamism, vigor, and resilience
of American society. The United States still possesses the unique ability
to assimilate new citizens of every race, religion, and culture into
the fabric of our national and economic life. The same values that
lead to success in the United States also lead to success in the world:
industriousness, innovation, entrepreneurialism. All of these positive
habits, and more, are reinforced by our system of education,which leads
the world in teaching children not what to think but how to think—
how to address problems critically and solve them creatively.

Indeed, one challenge to the national interest is to make certain
that we can provide quality education to all, especially disadvantaged
children. The American ideal is one of equal opportunity, not equal
outcome.This is the glue that holds together our multiethnic democ-
racy. If we ever stop believing that what matters is not where you came
from but where you are going, we will most certainly lose confidence.
And an unconfident America cannot lead. We will turn inward. We
will see economic competition, foreign trade and investment, and the
complicated world beyond our shores not as challenges to which our
nation can rise but as threats that we should avoid.That is why access
to education is a critical national security issue.

We should also be confident that the foundations of the United
States’ economic power are strong, and will remain so. Even amid
financial turbulence and international crises, the U.S. economy has
grown more and faster since 2001 than the economy of any other leading
industrial nation. The United States remains unquestionably the
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engine of global economic growth. To remain so, we must find new,
more reliable, and more environmentally friendly sources of energy.The
industries of the future are in the high-tech fields (including in clean
energy), which our nation has led for years and in which we remain
on the global cutting edge. Other nations are indeed experiencing
amazing and welcome economic growth, but the United States will
likely account for the largest share of global gdp for decades to come.

Even in our government institutions of national security, the foun-
dations of U.S. power are stronger than many assume. Despite our
waging two wars and rising to defend ourselves in a new global
confrontation, U.S. defense spending today as a percentage of gdp is

still well below the average during the Cold
War. The wars in Afghanistan and Iraq have
indeed put an enormous strain on our mili-
tary, and President Bush has proposed to
Congress an expansion of our force by 65,000
soldiers and 27,000 marines. The experience
of recent years has tested our armed forces,
but it has also prepared a new generation

of military leaders for stabilization and counterinsurgency missions, of
which we will likely face more. This experience has also reinforced
the urgent need for a new kind of partnership between our military
and civilian institutions. Necessity is the mother of invention, and the
provincial reconstruction teams that we deploy in Afghanistan and
Iraq are a model of civil-military cooperation for the future.

In these pages in 2000, I decried the role of the United States, in
particular the U.S. military, in nation building. In 2008, it is absolutely
clear that we will be involved in nation building for years to come.
But it should not be the U.S. military that has to do it. Nor should it
be a mission that we take up only after states fail. Rather, civilian
institutions such as the new Civilian Response Corps must lead
diplomats and development workers in a whole-of-government
approach to our national security challenges. We must help weak and
poorly functioning states strengthen and reform themselves and thereby
prevent their failure in the first place. This will require the transfor-
mation and better integration of the United States’ institutions of hard
power and soft power—a di⁄cult task and one that our administration
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has begun. Since 2001, the president has requested and Congress has
approved a nearly 54 percent increase in funding for our institutions
of diplomacy and development. And this year, the president and I
asked Congress to create 1,100 new positions for the State Depart-
ment and 300 new positions for the U.S. Agency for International
Development. Those who follow us must build on this foundation.

Perhaps of greater concern is not that the United States lacks the
capacity for global leadership but that it lacks the will. We Americans
engage in foreign policy because we have to,not because we want to, and
this is a healthy disposition—it is that of a republic,not an empire.There
have been times in the past eight years when we have had to do new and
di⁄cult things—things that, at times, have tested the resolve and the
patience of the American people. Our actions have not always been
popular, or even well understood. The exigencies of September 12 and
beyond may now seem very far away.But the actions of the United States
will for many, many years be driven by the knowledge that we are in an
unfair fight: we need to be right one hundred percent of the time;
the terrorists, only once. Yet I find that whatever diªerences we and our
allies have had over the last eight years, they still want a confident and
engaged United States, because there are few problems in the world
that can be resolved without us. We need to recognize that, too.

Ultimately, however, what will most determine whether the United
States can succeed in the twenty-first century is our imagination. It
is this feature of the American character that most accounts for our
unique role in the world, and it stems from the way that we think
about our power and our values. The old dichotomy between realism
and idealism has never really applied to the United States, because we
do not really accept that our national interest and our universal ideals
are at odds. For our nation, it has always been a matter of perspective.
Even when our interests and ideals come into tension in the short
run, we believe that in the long run they are indivisible.

This has freed America to imagine that the world can always be
better—not perfect, but better—than others have consistently thought
possible. America imagined that a democratic Germany might one
day be the anchor of a Europe whole, free, and at peace. America
believed that a democratic Japan might one day be a source of peace in
an increasingly free and prosperous Asia. America kept faith with the
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people of the Baltics that they would be independent and thus
brought the day when nato held a summit in Riga, Latvia. To real-
ize these and other ambitious goals that we have imagined, America
has often preferred preponderances of power that favor our values
over balances of power that do not. We have dealt with the world as
it is, but we have never accepted that we are powerless to change the
world. Indeed, we have shown that by marrying American power and
American values, we could help friends and allies expand the bound-
aries of what most thought realistic at the time.

How to describe this disposition of ours? It is realism, of a sort.
But it is more than that—what I have called our uniquely American
realism. This makes us an incredibly impatient nation. We live in the
future, not the past. We do not linger over our own history. This has
led our nation to make mistakes in the past, and we will surely make
more in the future. Still, it is our impatience to improve less-than-
ideal situations and to accelerate the pace of change that leads to our
most enduring achievements, at home and abroad.

At the same time, ironically, our uniquely American realism also
makes us deeply patient.We understand how long and trying the course
of democracy is. We acknowledge our birth defect, a constitution
founded on a compromise that reduced my ancestors each to three-fifths
of a man. Yet we are healing old wounds and living as one American
people, and this shapes our engagement with the world. We support
democracy not because we think ourselves perfect but because we know
ourselves to be deeply imperfect. This gives us reason to be humble in
our own endeavors and patient with the endeavors of others. We know
that today’s headlines are rarely the same as history’s judgments.

An international order that reflects our values is the best guarantee
of our enduring national interest, and America continues to have a
unique opportunity to shape this outcome. Indeed, we already see
glimpses of this better world. We see it in Kuwaiti women gaining
the right to vote, in a provincial council meeting in Kirkuk, and in the
improbable sight of the American president standing with democratically
elected leaders in front of the flags of Afghanistan, Iraq, and the future
state of Palestine. Shaping that world will be the work of a generation,
but we have done such work before. And if we remain confident in the
power of our values, we can succeed in such work again.∂
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In its February 2008 economic survey of Iceland, the Organization 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) states that the 
Icelandic economy is both resilient and flexible. Per-capita income has 
grown twice as fast as the OECD average since the mid-1990s and Iceland 
had the fifth-highest gross domestic product (GDP) per capita among 
OECD member countries in 2007. In the last few years, the country has 
repeatedly scored high on internationally recognized development 
measures, most recently topping the UN Human Development 
Index, which measures life expectancy, literacy, education, 
standard of living and GDP per capita for countries worldwide.  

Liberalization, privatization and globalization 
“The underlying themes of the economic policy of successive 
governments for nearly two decades have been liberalization, 
privatization, globalization and tax cuts. Iceland was a founding 
member of the European Economic Area in the early 1990s, the 

Flexible and Resilient Economy
Geir H. Haarde, Prime Minister of Iceland

ICELAND

world’s largest single market for capital, goods, services and labor. 
For Iceland, this meant significant liberalization in many areas of the 
economy,” says Geir H. Haarde. 

Iceland: Small State - Large potential 
Iceland, a dynamic island state in the middle of the North Atlantic, has transitioned from poverty to 
prosperity within two generations. Economic liberalization, unrivaled international market access, 
attractive business incentives, and harvesting of our natural resources have fueled sustainable 
development and robust growth. This transformation has gone hand in hand with a more confident 
and ambitious foreign policy, illustrated by Iceland’s first-time candidacy for a seat on the UN 
Security Council.                                                              
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After privatization, Iceland’s active 
participation in international markets has 
sustained the growth of the Icelandic economy 
in the past years. “Icelandic businesses have 
only limited growth opportunities in this 
country,” says Mr. Haarde. “It is only natural 
for them to expand overseas.” He adds that 
successive governments have emphasized 
foreign investment in Iceland. “Iceland has 
vast environmentally friendly hydroelectric 
and geothermal energy resources, which 
have attracted power-intensive industries to 
the country, like aluminum smelting. These 
are industries that have been instrumental in 

broadening the export base of the country and have good future prospects.” 

Strong public finances and tax cuts 
rapid economic growth in recent years and proceeds from privatization has boosted public finances. 
Budget surpluses have been used to reduce public debt, build up assets in public pension funds and 
reduce taxes. It is expected that at the end of this year, the net public-sector debt will have fallen to 6.3% 
of GDP from close to 40% in the mid-1990s. The combined state and local income tax rate stands at 35.7% 

and the corporate income tax rate at 18%. In 
February 2008, the government announced 
that the corporate income tax rate would be 
cut to 15%. “This strong fiscal position is not 
least the result of a built-in countercyclical 
tax and expenditure structure,” says Mr. 
Haarde, adding that strong government 
finances and a fully funded pension system 
are two vital pillars of the Icelandic economy.  

The Icelandic financial sector 
One of the most noticeable factors in Iceland’s 
recent economic development has been the 
growth of the financial sector, which now 

accounts for about 10% of GDP (up from 6% in the year 2000). The industry’s assets have grown to about 
eight times Iceland’s GDP. 

“Privatization of state-owned banks and mergers among Iceland’s largest banks released new energy in 
the sector. The banks have found growth opportunities abroad and transformed themselves from purely 
local banks to truly international banks,” says Mr. Haarde. 

Icelandic banks have felt the effects of the current turmoil in international financial markets, which has 
made access to funding more difficult and costly. The international ratings agency Moody’s assigned 
a negative outlook to Iceland’s sovereign ratings in early March 2008, citing its recent one-notch 
downgrade of the country’s main commercial bank’s financial strength ratings. Nevertheless, Moody’s 
emphasizes that the banks are sound and the risk of disruptive systemic stress in the banking sector is 
very low. 

Furthermore, Moody’s applauds the country for its advanced economic structure, low government debt, 
high per-capita income levels, and nearly fully funded pension system. It states that Iceland is a highly 
creditworthy country with public finances and wealth that compare very favorably to its peers. “I couldn’t 
agree more,” says Mr. Haarde. 

Based on an article that first appeared in Iceland Review: Banking and Finance, March 2008
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Icelandic business is 
a global business 

Icelandic companies have invested extensively •	
abroad and now own enterprises that employ the 
equivalent of 2/3 of the domestic labour force 
overseas.  

Iceland’s network of international agreements and •	
treaties on free trade, double taxation, air services, 
and investment protection is impressive and 
constantly expanding.  

Iceland’s participation in the European single •	
market through the European Economic Area (EEA) 
Agreement facilitates full and open access to the 
world’s largest single market.  

Through its European Free Trade Association (EFTA) •	
membership, Iceland also has access to one of the 
largest free trade networks in the world, covering 
over fifty countries and territories and reaching 
a population of nearly one billion across four 
continents.  

Iceland is currently negotiating a free trade •	
agreement with China—the first European nation 
to do so.  

 

Iceland presents international businesses and investors with a wide range of 
investment opportunities in a highly developed economy. Come see for yourself. 

As a relatively small economy, Iceland is highly dependent on international trade and access to foreign 
markets. The size of the domestic market dictates that Icelandic companies have little option but to 
expand outwards. To facilitate access into foreign markets, the Trade Council of Iceland helps Icelandic 
companies to sell their products, services, and know-how in the international marketplace.  

www.invest.is  

www.icetrade.is/en

#1 competitive economy in Europe, #7 in the world, according to the IMD World •	
Competitiveness Yearbook 2007
Competitive tax rates; one of the lowest levels of corporate income tax in Europe •	
Energy intensive industries; vast renewable geothermal and hydro-electric  •	
energy potential 
Ideal springboard for tariff-free access to the major EU market area, as well as a fully •	
competitive location for EU companies to operate in
Highly skilled and educated workforce•	
Data Centers, biotech companies and fine chemicals plants are examples of industries that •	
have discovered Iceland as the most competitieve location for their activities  
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Iceland is a first-time candidate for a nonpermanent seat on the UN 
Security Council for the period 2009 to 2010. 

This candidacy, which is actively supported by the other Nordic 
states—Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden—reflects a firm 
commitment to cooperate with other states to address the most 
pressing security threats of the twenty-first century. As a Nordic 
country, we have a long tradition of active commitment to the 
United Nations and to the best interests of the whole. The Nordic 
voice on the Security Council is listened to and respected by the 
UN membership. Until now, this voice has been represented in the 
Security Council by our neighbors. We feel the time has come for 
Iceland to take on this role.

The role of the UN Security Council has changed dramatically since 
the end of the Cold War. Instead of constant internal division, its 
focus has increasingly shifted to collaboration and careful decision-
making. Conflict within national borders, civil war, and genocide 
are now on the Council’s agenda. Other new security issues, such as 
the plight of women and children during armed conflict and the role 

Continuing the strong Nordic commitment 
to the United Nations

Ingibjörg Sólrún Gísladóttir, Minister for Foreign Affairs of Iceland

of natural resources and energy security, are discussed regularly in 
the Council. If elected, Iceland will work in close cooperation with 
partners to address these complex issues.  

The majority of the member states of the United Nations are smaller 
countries and former colonies. Icelanders know from their own 
experience the nature and consequences of foreign rule and the 
profound changes that come from asserting one’s freedom. Our 
candidacy for a seat on the Security Council is an affirmation of 
Iceland’s international standing and the responsibilities we have 
undertaken.

Many in the international arena believe that it is precisely countries 
like Iceland that should serve on the Security Council: democratic 
states that are not in conflict with other countries; states that 
traditionally resolve their disputes by peaceful means; states that 
respect universal human rights; states committed to sustainable 
development through the use of clean and renewable energy; and 
states whose interests do not compromise their ability to mediate 
between conflicting parties in the resolution of disputes. 
  
Iceland has benefited from globalization. International opportunities 
abound for our citizens and the population’s interest in global 
affairs has never been greater. Our decision to seek a seat on the 
Security Council reflects our conviction that as well as enjoying the 
benefits of globalization, we must also take on our international 
responsibilities.
 
    www.iceland.org/securitycouncil
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On May 12, 1948, Clark Cliªord, the White House chief counsel,
presented the case for U.S. recognition of the state of Israel to the
divided cabinet of President Harry Truman. While a glowering
George Marshall, the secretary of state, and a skeptical Robert Lovett,
Marshall’s undersecretary, looked on, Cliªord argued that recognizing
the Jewish state would be an act of humanity that comported with
traditional American values. To substantiate the Jewish territorial
claim, Cliªord quoted the Book of Deuteronomy: “Behold, I have set
the land before you: go in and possess the land which the Lord sware
unto your fathers, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, to give unto them and
to their seed after them.”

Marshall was not convinced and told Truman that he would vote
against him in the upcoming election if this was his policy. Eventually,
Marshall agreed not to make his opposition public. Two days later,
the United States granted the new Jewish state de facto recognition
11 minutes after Israel declared its existence as a state. Many observers,
both foreign and domestic, attributed Truman’s decision to the power
of the Jewish community in the United States.They saw Jewish votes,
media influence, and campaign contributions as crucial in the tight
1948 presidential contest.

[28]

The New Israel and the Old

Why Gentile Americans Back the Jewish State

Walter Russell Mead

Walter Russell Mead is Henry A. Kissinger Senior Fellow for
U.S. Foreign Policy at the Council on Foreign Relations and the author,
most recently, of God and Gold: Britain, America, and the Making of the
Modern World.
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Since then, this pattern has often been repeated. Respected U.S.
foreign policy experts call for Washington to be cautious in the
Middle East and warn presidents that too much support for Israel
will carry serious international costs. When presidents overrule their
expert advisers and take a pro-Israel position, observers attribute
the move to the “Israel lobby” and credit (or blame) it for swaying the
chief executive. But there is another factor to consider. As the Truman
biographer David McCullough has written,Truman’s support for the
Jewish state was “wildly popular” throughout the United States. A
Gallup poll in June 1948 showed that almost three times as many
Americans “sympathized with the Jews” as “sympathized with the
Arabs.” That support was no flash in the pan. Widespread gentile
support for Israel is one of the most potent political forces in U.S.
foreign policy, and in the last 60 years, there has never been a Gallup
poll showing more Americans sympathizing with the Arabs or the
Palestinians than with the Israelis.

Over time, moreover, the pro-Israel sentiment in the United States
has increased, especially among non-Jews.The years of the George W.
Bush administration have seen support for Israel in U.S. public opinion
reach the highest level ever, and it has remained there throughout
Bush’s two terms. The increase has occurred even as the demographic
importance of Jews has diminished. In 1948, Jews constituted an esti-
mated 3.8 percent of the U.S. population. Assuming that almost every
American Jew favored a pro-Israel foreign policy that year, a little more
than ten percent of U.S. supporters of Israel were of Jewish origin. By
2007, Jews were only 1.8 percent of the population of the United
States, accounting at most for three percent of Israel’s supporters in
the United States.

These figures, dramatic as they are, also probably underestimate
the true level of public support for Israel. When in a poll in 2006 the
Pew Research Center asked whether U.S. policy in the Middle East
was fair, favored Israel, or favored the Palestinians, 47 percent of the
respondents said they thought the policy was fair, six percent said it
favored the Palestinians, and only 27 percent thought it favored
the Israelis. The poll was conducted during Israel’s attacks against
Hezbollah in southern Lebanon, when U.S. support for Israel was even
more controversial than usual around the world. One must therefore

The New Israel and the Old
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conclude that many of those who tell pollsters that the United States’
policies are fair to both sides actually favor policies that most non-U.S.
observers would consider strongly and even irresponsibly pro-Israel.
The American public has few foreign policy preferences that are this
marked, this deep, this enduring—and this much at odds with public
opinion in other countries.

In the United States, a pro-Israel foreign policy does not represent
the triumph of a small lobby over the public will. It represents the
power of public opinion to shape foreign policy in the face of concerns
by foreign policy professionals. Like the war on drugs and the fence
along the Mexican border, support for Israel is a U.S. foreign policy
that makes some experts and specialists uneasy but commands broad
public support. This does not mean that an “Israel lobby” does not
exist or does not help shape U.S. policy in the Middle East. Nor does
it mean that Americans ought to feel as they do. (It remains my
view that everyone, Americans and Israelis included, would benefit if
Americans developed a more sympathetic and comprehensive under-
standing of the wants and needs of the Palestinians.) But it does mean
that the ultimate sources of the United States’ Middle East policy lie
outside the Beltway and outside the Jewish community.To understand
why U.S. policy is pro-Israel rather than neutral or pro-Palestinian,
one must study the sources of nonelite, non-Jewish support for the
Jewish state.

the children of david
The story of U.S. support for a Jewish state in the Middle East
begins early. John Adams could not have been more explicit. “I really
wish the Jews again in Judea an independent nation,” he said, after
his presidency. From the early nineteenth century on, gentile Zion-
ists fell into two main camps in the United States. Prophetic Zionists
saw the return of the Jews to the Promised Land as the realization of
a literal interpretation of biblical prophecy, often connected to the
return of Christ and the end of the world. Based on his interpretation
of Chapter 18 of the prophecies of Isaiah, for example, the Albany
Presbyterian pastor John McDonald predicted in 1814 that Americans
would assist the Jews in restoring their ancient state. Mormon voices

Walter Russell Mead

[30] foreign affairs . Volume 87 No. 4

06_Mead_028-046.qxd  5/13/08  1:56 PM  Page 30

Return to Table of Contents



The traditional state-to-state mindset may be at odds 
with the realities of our increasingly globalized planet.

scps.nyu.edu/x628  1-800-FIND NYU, ext.628

Graduate Information Session:
Wednesday, July 23, 6-8 p.m.
American Management Association, 8th Floor
1601 Broadway (at 48th St.)
Please call 212-998-7200 to RSVP.

GRADUATE PROGRAM:
  • Master of Science in Global Affairs

SUMMER INTENSIVES:
  • UN in Geneva Study Program

  • Summer Institute in Global Affairs

CONTINUING EDUCATION includes:
  • Legal Battles in the ‘War on Terror’

  • The Rise and Fall of Global Empires

  • The Global Natural Resources Challenge

  • Iran and the Crisis of Modernization

  • Microfinance and Social Entrepreneurship

   

Energy policies set locally 
impact business strategies 
around the world. An NGO 
wages a PR battle against a 
multinational corporation. 
Ongoing health crises drain a 
continent’s economic resources. 
Today, more than ever before, an 
appreciation of the world’s great 
challenges and the ability to 
create meaningful change both 
require a global perspective.

The NYU Center for Global 
Affairs is a unique institution 
rooted in lower Manhattan 
and located astride the world’s 
crossroads. We provide a range 
of exceptional educational 
opportunities—including a 
Master’s degree, a professional 
certificate program, provocative 
public events, and numerous 
courses—all designed to help 
you grapple with the issues we 
all face as global citizens.

Our diverse and motivated 
student body is guided by 
a faculty of accomplished 
international practitioners, 
whose experience is drawn from 
government, trade, finance and 
investments, journalism, non-
governmental organizations, 
and more. Careers with a global 
dimension have never been 
more challenging, rewarding, 
or in demand. Find out how the 
NYU Center for Global Affairs 
can shape your global future.

PUBLIC EVENTS SERIES include:
 • Worldly Conversations with

        Foreign Correspondents

 • Politics and Art in Cinema

 • International Careers: Practical Advice 

         and Real-Life Experience

 • In Print: Author series presented with 

Foreign Affairs magazine

NYU’S
CENTER FOR
GLOBAL AFFAIRS

New York University is an affirmative action/equal opportunity institution. ©2008 New York University School of Continuing and Professional Studies

“  As a global
citizen, to whom
do I pledge
allegiance?”

Seiter&Miller  PNY-7205  Pub.  Foreign Affairs - REV  Size 7 x 10 Issue July/Aug

Art Director: sd/nc Copywriter: ms Account Executive: wt Date 5/7/08

Return to Table of Contents

creo


http://www.scps.nyu.edu/x628


BUILDING FOR PEACE

HE U.S. INSTITUTE OF PEACE celebrates the groundbreaking for

its new headquarters building at the northwest corner of the National

Mall in Washington, D.C. The headquarters will serve the American

people, the federal government, and the international community as a center

for research, education, training, and policy development on issues of inter-

national conflict prevention, management, and resolution. The new building

will be a working headquarters for the Institute and a national center for ad-

vancing the study and practice of peacebuilding. The site—steps away from

the Lincoln, World War II, Korean, and Vietnam Veterans memorials—will

house a Public Education Center, a research library and archives, classrooms,

and a world-class conference center. It will be a powerful and lasting affirma-

tion of the American people’s commitment to peace.

INVEST IN PEACE at http://www.usip.org/building

T

The U.S. Institute of Peace Headquarters and Public Education Center

030b_USIP_4c.qxd  5/23/08  9:35 AM  Page 1

Return to Table of Contents

http://www.usip.org/building


shared this view; the return of the Jews to the Holy Land was under way,
said Elder Orson Hyde in 1841: “The great wheel is unquestionably in
motion, and the word of the Almighty has declared that it shall roll.”

Other, less literal and less prophetic Christians developed a progres-
sive Zionism that would resonate down through the decades among
both religious and secular gentiles. In the nineteenth century, liberal
Christians often believed that God was building a better world through
human progress. They saw the democratic and (relatively) egalitarian
United States as both an example of the new
world God was making and a powerful
instrument to further his grand design.Some
American Protestants believed that God
was moving to restore what they considered
the degraded and oppressed Jews of the
world to the Promised Land, just as God
was uplifting and improving the lives of other
ignorant and unbelieving people through
the advance of Protestant and liberal principles. They wanted the
Jews to establish their own state because they believed that this would
both shelter the Jews from persecution and, through the redemptive
powers of liberty and honest agricultural labor, uplift and improve
what they perceived to be the squalid morals and deplorable hygiene
of contemporary Ottoman and eastern European Jews. As Adams
put it, “Once restored to an independent government and no longer
persecuted they would soon wear away some of the asperities and
peculiarities of their character and possibly in time become liberal
Unitarian Christians.” For such Christians, American Zionism was
part of a broader program of transforming the world by promoting
the ideals of the United States.

Not all progressive Zionists couched their arguments in religious
terms. As early as 1816, Niles’ Weekly Register, the leading American
news and opinion periodical through much of the first half of the
nineteenth century, predicted and welcomed the impending return of
the Jews to an independent state with Jerusalem as its capital. The
magazine projected that the restoration of the Jews would further
enlightenment and progress—and this, clearly, would be good for the
United States as well as for the Jews.

The New Israel and the Old
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Prophetic Zionists, for their part, became more numerous after the
American Civil War, and their views of the role a restored Jewish state
might play in the events leading up to the apocalypse became more
highly developed. Books and pamphlets highlighting the predicted
restoration of the Jews and speculating on the identity and the return
of the “lost tribes” of the ancient Hebrews were perennial bestsellers,
and the association between Dwight Moody, the country’s leading
evangelist, and Cyrus Scofield, the important Bible scholar, put the
future history of Israel firmly at the center of the imagination of
conservative American Protestantism.

These groups of gentile Zionists found new, if sometimes unsavory,
allies after 1880, when a mass immigration of Russian Jews to the
United States began. Some of them and some assimilated German
American Jews hoped that Palestine would replace the United States
as the future home of what was an unusually unpopular group of
immigrants at the time. For anti-Semites, the establishment of a Jewish
state might or might not “cure” Jews of the characteristics many gentiles
attributed to them, but in any case the establishment of such a state
would reduce Jewish immigration to the United States.

In 1891, these strands of gentile Zionists came together. The
Methodist lay leader William Blackstone presented a petition to Pres-
ident Benjamin Harrison calling on the United States to use its good
o⁄ces to convene a congress of European powers so that they could
induce the Ottoman Empire to turn Palestine over to the Jews.The 400
signatories were overwhelmingly non-Jewish and included the chief
justice of the Supreme Court; the Speaker of the House of Representa-
tives; the chairs of the House Ways and Means Committee and the House
Foreign Aªairs Committee; the future president William McKinley;
the mayors of Baltimore,Boston,Chicago,New York,Philadelphia, and
Washington; the editors or proprietors of the leading East Coast and
Chicago newspapers; and an impressive array of Episcopal, Methodist,
Presbyterian, and Roman Catholic clergy. Business leaders who signed
the petition included Cyrus McCormick, John Rockefeller, and J. P.
Morgan. At a time when the American Jewish community was neither
large nor powerful, and no such thing as an Israel lobby existed, the pillars
of the American gentile establishment went on record supporting a U.S.
diplomatic eªort to create a Jewish state in the lands of the Bible.

Walter Russell Mead
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shared commandments
Any discussion of U.S. attitudes toward
Israel must begin with the Bible. For centuries,
the American imagination has been steeped in the
Hebrew Scriptures. This influence originated
with the rediscovery of the Old Testament
during the Reformation, was accentuated by the
development of Calvinist theology (which stressed
continuities between the old and the new dis-
pensations of divine grace), and was made more
vital by the historical similarities between the
modern American and the ancient Hebrew
experiences; as a result, the language, heroes,
and ideas of the Old Testament permeate the American psyche.

Instruction in biblical Hebrew was mandatory for much of early
U.S. history at Columbia, Dartmouth, Harvard, Princeton, and Yale.
James Madison completed his studies at Princeton in two years
but remained on campus an extra year to study Hebrew. Colonial
preachers and pamphleteers over and over again described the United
States as a new Canaan, “a land flowing with milk and honey,” and
reminded their audiences that just as the Hebrews lost their blessings
when they oªended God, so, too, would the Americans suªer if they
disobeyed the God who had led them into their promised land.
Today, Old Testament references continue to permeate U.S. political
writing, oratory, and even geography—over one thousand cities and
towns in the United States have names derived from Scripture.

The most dramatic religious expression of the importance of the
Old Testament in American culture today is the rise of premillennial
dispensationalism, an interpretation of biblical prophecies that gives
particular weight to Old Testament religious concepts such as
covenant theology and assigns a decisive role to a restored Jewish state
(with Jerusalem as its capital) in future history. An estimated seven
percent of Americans seem to hold this theological position (making
this group almost four times as large as the American Jewish community),
and a considerably larger group is influenced by it to a greater or lesser
degree. Proponents of this view often (although not always) share the
view of some Orthodox Jews that the Jews must insist on a state that

foreign affairs . July /August 2008 [33]
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includes all the territory once promised to the Hebrews; they oppose
any territorial compromise with the Palestinians and support Jewish
settlements in the West Bank. But this is a minority view, even among
U.S. supporters of Israel.

Progressive Christian Zionism, on the other hand, is related to
Christian ethics rather than prophecy. Much of it is rooted in guilt
and a sense that Christians’ past poor treatment of the Jews is now
preventing Jews from accepting Christianity. For well over a thousand
years, the Jews of Europe suªered extraordinary and at times unspeak-
able cruelties at the hands of Europe’s Christians. Although some
American Protestants perpetuated this history of intolerance and
anti-Semitism,many liberal American Protestants from the nineteenth
century forward saw rejecting this past as one of the defining tasks of
the reformed and enlightened American church. Such Protestants
could (and comfortably did) deplore Catholic anti-Semitism as a
consequence of the regrettable corruptions of the church under the
papacy, but the anti-Semitic words and deeds of reformers such as
Martin Luther could not be dismissed so easily. Many members of
the liberal American Protestant churches considered it a sacred duty
to complete the work of the Reformation by purging Christianity of
its remaining “medieval” features, such as superstition, bigotry, and
anti-Semitism. Making amends for past sins by protecting the Jews
has long been an important religious test for many (although by no
means all) American Protestants.

By contrast, most American Christians have felt little or no guilt
about their communities’ historical relations with the Muslim world.
Many Muslims view Christian-Muslim conflict over the last millen-
nium as a constant and relatively homogenous phenomenon, but
American Protestants do not. They generally deplore the cruelties of
the Crusades and the concept of a holy war, for example, but they see
them as Catholic errors rather than more broadly Christian ones,
and in any case, they view the Crusades as long past and as a response
to prior Muslim aggression. They also generally deplore the pre-
dations of European powers in more recent centuries, but they see
them as driven by Old World imperialism rather than Christian-
ity and as such something for which they bear no responsibility.
(An important exception deserves to be mentioned: Many U.S.

Walter Russell Mead
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missionaries active in the Middle East
forged deep ties with the region’s Arab
inhabitants and strongly supported Arab
nationalism, both from a dislike of Eu-
ropean colonialism and out of the hope
that a secular nationalist movement
would improve the position of Arab
Christians. This missionary community
contributed both to the development of
the Arabist contingent in the State
Department and to the backlash in
mainstream Protestant churches against
Israeli policies in the occupied territories
after the 1967 war.)

By 1948, many Christians in the United States felt a heavy burden
of historical debt and obligation toward the Jews, but not the Muslims.
If anything, they believed that the Islamic world was indebted to
American Christian missionaries for many of its leading universities
and hospitals and that American Christian support before and after
World War II had helped promote the emergence of independent
Arab and Muslim states that was then taking place.

chosen cousins
The United States’ sense of its own identity and mission in the
world has been shaped by readings of Hebrew history and thought.The
writer Herman Melville expressed this view: “We Americans are the
peculiar, chosen people—the Israel of our time; we bear the ark of
the liberties of the world.” From the time of the Puritans to the present
day, preachers, thinkers, and politicians in the United States—secular as
well as religious, liberal as well as conservative—have seen the Americans
as a chosen people, bound together less by ties of blood than by a set of
beliefs and a destiny. Americans have believed that God (or history) has
brought them into a new land and made them great and rich and that
their continued prosperity depends on their fulfilling their obligations
toward God or the principles that have blessed them so far. Ignore these
principles—turn toward the golden calf—and the scourge will come.

foreign affairs . July /August 2008 [35]
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Both religious and nonreligious Americans have looked to the
Hebrew Scriptures for an example of a people set apart by their mis-
sion and called to a world-changing destiny. Did the land Americans
inhabit once belong to others? Yes, but the Hebrews similarly con-
quered the land of the Canaanites. Did the tiny U.S. colonies armed
only with the justice of their cause defeat the world’s greatest empire?
So did David, the humble shepherd boy, fell Goliath. Were Americans
in the nineteenth century isolated and mocked for their democratic
ideals? So were the Hebrews surrounded by idolaters. Have Americans
defeated their enemies at home and abroad? So, according to the
Scriptures, did the Hebrews triumph. And when Americans held
millions of slaves in violation of their beliefs, were they punished
and scourged? Yes, and much like the Hebrews, who suªered the
consequences of their sins before God.

This mythic understanding of the United States’ nature and destiny
is one of the most powerful and enduring elements in American
culture and thought. As the ancient Hebrews did, many Americans
today believe that they bear a revelation that is ultimately not just
for them but also for the whole world; they have often considered
themselves God’s new Israel. One of the many consequences of this
presumed kinship is that many Americans think it is both right and
proper for one chosen people to support another.They are not disturbed
when the United States’ support of Israel, a people and a state often
isolated and ostracized, makes the United States unpopular or creates
other problems. The United States’ adoption of the role of protector
of Israel and friend of the Jews is a way of legitimizing its own status
as a country called to a unique destiny by God.

More than that, since the nineteenth century, the United States has
seen itself as the chosen agent of God in the protection and redemption
of the Jews. Americans believed that the Jews would emerge from their
degraded condition as they moved from city slums to the countryside—
just as American immigrants from all over Europe had built better lives
and sturdier characters as Jeªersonian farmers.Liberal Christians such as
Adams believed that this would bring the Jews in time to the light of
liberal Protestantism as part of the general uplift of humanity. And
prophetic Zionists hoped that mass conversions of Jews to revivalist
Christianity would trigger the apocalypse and the return of Christ.Either
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way, the United States’ special
role in the restoration of the Jews
fulfilled gentile Americans’ ex-
pectations about the movement
of history and confirmed their
beliefs about the United States’
identity and mission.

settler states
The United States and
Israel also have in common
their status as “settler states”—
countries formed by peoples
who came to control their current lands after displacing the original
populations. Both states have been powerfully shaped by a history
of conflict and confrontation with those they displaced, and both
have sought justifications for their behavior from similar sources. Both
the Americans and the Israelis have turned primarily to the Old
Testament,whose hallowed pages tell the story of the conflict between the
ancient Hebrews and the Canaanites, the former inhabitants of what
the Hebrews believed was their Promised Land. Americans found the
idea that they were God’s new Israel so attractive partly because
it helped justify their displacement of the Native Americans. As
Theodore Roosevelt put it in his best-selling history of the American
West, “Many of the best of the backwoodsmen were Bible-readers,
but they were brought up in a creed that made much of the Old
Testament, and laid slight stress on pity, truth, or mercy. They looked
at their foes as the Hebrew prophets looked at the enemies of Israel.
What were the abominations because of which the Canaanites were
destroyed before Joshua, when compared with the abominations of
the red savages whose lands they, another chosen people, should in
their turn inherit?” (Roosevelt himself, like his cousins Franklin and
Eleanor, was a Christian Zionist. “It seems to me entirely proper to
start a Zionist State around Jerusalem,” he wrote in 1918.)

Besides a direct divine promise, two other important justifications
that the Americans brought forward in their contests with the Native
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Americans were the concept that they were expanding into “empty
lands” and John Locke’s related “fair use” doctrine, which argued that
unused property is a waste and an oªense against nature. U.S. settlers
felt that only those who would improve the land, settling it densely
with extensive farms and building towns, had a real right to it. John
Quincy Adams made the case in 1802: “Shall [the Indians] doom an
immense region of the globe to perpetual desolation . . . ?” And
Thomas Jeªerson warned that the Native Americans who failed to
learn from the whites and engage in productive agriculture faced a
grim fate.They would “relapse into barbarism and misery, lose numbers
by war and want, and we shall be obliged to drive them, with the
beasts of the forest into the Stony mountains.”

Through much of U.S. history, such views resonated not just with
backwoodsmen but also with liberal and sophisticated citizens. These
arguments had a special meaning when it came to the Holy Land.
As pious Americans dwelt on the glories of ancient Jerusalem and the
Temple of Solomon, they pictured a magnificent and fertile land—“a
land flowing with milk and honey,” as the Bible describes it. But by the
nineteenth century, when first dozens, then hundreds, and ultimately
thousands of Americans visited the Holy Land—and millions more
thronged to lectures and presentations to hear reports of these travels—
there was little milk or honey; Palestine was one of the poorest, most
backward, and most ramshackle provinces of the Ottoman Empire.To
American eyes, the hillsides and rocky fields of Judea were desolate and
empty—God,many believed,had cursed the land when he sent the Jews
into their second exile, which they saw as the Jews’ punishment for their
failure to recognize Christ as the Messiah. And so, Americans believed,
the Jews belonged in the Holy Land, and the Holy Land belonged
to the Jews. The Jews would never prosper until they were home and
free, and the land would never bloom until its rightful owners returned.

The Prophet Isaiah had described the future return of the Jews to
their homeland as God’s grace bringing water to a desert land. And
Americans watched the returning fertility of the land under the culti-
vation of early Zionist settlers with the astonished sense that biblical
prophecy was being fulfilled before their eyes. “The springs of Jewish
colonizing vigor, amply fed by the money of world Jewry, flowed on to
the desert,” wrote Time magazine in 1946, echoing the language of
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Isaiah. Two years later, following the Jewish victory in the 1948 war, it
described the Arabs in terms that induce flinching today but represented
common American perceptions at the time: “The Western world tends
to think of the Arab as a falcon-eyed warrior on a white horse. That
Arab is still around, but he is far less numerous than the disease-ridden
wretches who lie in the hot streets, too weak, sick and purposeless to
roll over into the shade.” Americans saw a contest between a backward
and incapable people and a people able to settle the wilderness and make
it bloom, miraculously fulfilling ancient prophecies of a Jewish state.

The Jews had been widely considered eastern Europe’s most de-
plorable population: ignorant, depraved, superstitious, factionalized,
quarrelsome, and hopelessly behind the times. That this population,
after being subjected to the unprecedented savagery of Nazi persecution,
should establish the first stable democracy in the Middle East, build a
thriving economy in the desert,and repeatedly defeat enemies with armies
many times larger and stronger than their own seemed to many Amer-
icans to be striking historical proof of their own most cherished ideals.

the right turn 
Although gentile support for Israel in the United States has re-
mained strong and even grown since World War II, its character has
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changed. Until the Six-Day War, support for Israel came mostly from
the political left and was generally stronger among Democrats than
Republicans. Liberal icons such as Eleanor Roosevelt, Paul Tillich,
Reinhold Niebuhr, and Martin Luther King, Jr., were leading public
voices calling for the United States to support Israel. But since 1967,
liberal support for Israel has gradually waned, and conservative support
has grown.

A variety of factors had come together in the 1940s to make pro-
gressive gentile Zionism a powerful force in U.S. politics, especially on
the left. First, the impact of the Holocaust on American Protestantism

was extraordinary.Germany had once provided
intellectual leadership for the American
Protestant church, and the passive acquies-
cence with which most German Protestant
churches and pastors greeted Nazi rule shocked
mainstream American Protestantism to its
core. Anti-Nazi German Protestants became
moral and theological heroes in the postwar
United States, and opposition to anti-Semi-
tism became a key test by which mainline
American Protestants judged themselves and
their leaders.This profound shock intensified

their humanitarian response to revelations about the death camps and
the mass murder. The suªering of the displaced, starving, and impov-
erished Jewish refugees in chaotic postwar Europe made it inevitable
that American Protestants, who had for a century campaigned for
Jewish rights, would enthusiastically support steps seen as securing the
safety of Europe’s Jews.

A second factor was the strong support of African Americans for
the Jews at a time when blacks were beginning to play a larger role in
U.S. electoral politics. During the 1930s, the African American press
throughout the United States had closely followed the imposition of
Hitler’s racial policies. African American leaders lost no opportunity
to point out the similarities between Hitler’s treatment of the Jews
and the Jim Crow laws in the United States’ segregated South. For
African Americans, the persecution of the Jews was made real to
them through their own daily experiences. It also provided them with
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important talking points to persuade whites that racial discrimination
violated American principles, and it thus helped build the strong
alliance between American Jews and the civil rights movement that
existed from 1945 through the death of King. Even during World War II,
the black activists W. E. B. Du Bois, Zora Neale Hurston, Langston
Hughes, and Philip Randolph supported the precursor of the Israeli
Likud Party in its eªort to create a Jewish army.The civil rights leader
Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., went further, raising $150,000 for the militant
Zionist group the Irgun Zvai Leumi—which he called “an under-
ground terrorist organization in Palestine”—at a New York City rally.

The Soviet Union’s support for an independent state of Israel also
helped. At Yalta, Joseph Stalin told Franklin Roosevelt that he, too,
was a Zionist, and in May of 1947, Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei
Gromyko announced before the United Nations that the Soviet
Union supported the creation of a Jewish state. This backing, how-
ever short-lived, strengthened the view of many American leftists
that the establishment of a homeland for the Jews was part of the
general struggle for progress around the world. Indeed, in the decades
after the war, many American liberals saw their support for Israel as
part of their commitment to freedom, anticolonialism (the Jews
of Palestine were seeking independence over British opposition),
the struggle against racial and religious discrimination, secularism,
humanitarianism, and the progressive tradition in U.S. politics. Israel
at the time seemed to be an idealistic secular experiment in social
democracy; American Jews and American gentiles alike went to
Israel to experience the exhilarating life of labor and fellowship of
the kibbutz. In 1948, therefore, when Truman decided to support the
creation of Israel, he was thinking about not just the Jewish vote.
Support for Israel was popular with the blacks in the North, who were
attracted to the Democratic Party by the New Deal and Truman’s
own slow progress toward supporting civil rights. The cause of Israel
helped with voters on the left otherwise tempted to support Henry
Wallace and the Progressives. And it also helped Truman compete
among conservative, churchgoing, Bible-reading southern voters
against Strom Thurmond’s Dixiecrats. Support for Israel, in fact,
was one of the few issues that helped pull the fractious Democratic
Party coalition together.

The New Israel and the Old
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Since the 1967 war, however, the basis of Israel’s support in the
United States has shifted: backing for Israel has tended to weaken on
the left and grow on the right. On the left, a widespread dislike of
Israel’s policies in the occupied territories and a diminished concern for
its security in the wake of its triumph in the war led many African
Americans, mainline Protestants, and liberal intellectuals, once among
Israel’s staunchest U.S. allies, toward growing sympathy with Palestinian
views. Increased identification on the part of blacks with anticolonial
movements worldwide, the erosion of the black-Jewish alliance in U.S.
domestic politics, and the rising appeal of figures such as Malcolm X
and the leaders of the Nation of Islam also gradually reduced support for
Israel among African Americans. The liberal Protestant churches,
for their part,were newly receptive to the perspectives of those mission-
aries sympathetic to Arab nationalism, and as the mainstream churches
became more critical of traditional American ideas about the United
States’ national identity and destiny, they distanced themselves ever fur-
ther from traditional readings of the Old Testament. (On the other hand,
relations between American Catholics and the Jews began to improve
after the 1967 war, largely due to the Catholic Church’s new theological
approach toward the Jews since the Second Vatican Council.)

On the right, the most striking change since 1967 has been the
dramatic intensification of suppport for Israel among evangelical
Christians and, more generally, among what I have called “Jacksonian”
voters in the U.S. heartland. Jacksonians are populist-nationalist voters
who favor a strong U.S. military and are generally skeptical of inter-
national organizations and global humanitarian aid. Not all evangelicals
are Jacksonians, and not all Jacksonians are evangelicals, but there is a
certain overlap between the two constituencies. Many southern whites
are Jacksonians; so are many of the swing voters in the North known
as Reagan Democrats.

Many Jacksonians formed negative views of the Arabs during the
Cold War.The Palestinians and the Arab states, they noted, tended to
side with the Soviet Union and the Nonaligned Movement against the
United States. The Egyptians responded to support from the United
States in the 1956 Suez crisis by turning to the Soviets for arms and
support, and Soviet weapons and Soviet experts helped Arab armies
prepare for wars against Israel. Jacksonians tend to view international
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aªairs through their own unique prism, and as events in the Middle
East have unfolded since 1967, they have become more sympathetic to
Israel even as many non-Jacksonian observers in the United States—
and many more people in the rest of the world—have become less so.
The Six-Day War reignited the interest of prophetic Zionists in Israel
and deepened the perceived connections between Israel and the
United States for many Jacksonians. After
the Cold War, the Jacksonians found that the
United States’ opponents in the region, such
as Iraq and Iran, were the most vociferous
enemies of Israel as well.

Jacksonians admire victory, and total
victory is the best kind.The sweeping, over-
whelming triumph of Israeli arms in 1967
against numerically superior foes from three
diªerent countries caught the imaginations
of Jacksonians—especially at a time when
the United States’ poor performance in Vietnam had made many of
them pessimistic about their own country’s future. Since then, some
of the same actions that have hurt Israel’s image in most of the
world—such as ostensibly disproportionate responses to Palestinian
terrorism—have increased its support among Jacksonians.

When a few rockets launched from Gaza strike Israel, the Israelis
sometimes respond with more firepower, more destruction, and more
casualties. In much of the world, this is seen as excessive retaliation, an
oªense equal to or even greater than the original attack. Jacksonians,
however, see a Palestinian rocket attack on Israeli targets as an act of
terrorism and believe that the Israelis have an unlimited right, perhaps
even a duty, to retaliate with all the force at their command. Since the
1950s, when Palestinian raiders started slipping across the cease-fire
line to attack Israeli settlements, many Palestinians and Arabs have,
with some justification, seen these incursions as acts of great courage in
the face of overwhelming power. But such sneak attacks against civilian
targets, and especially suicide bombings, violate basic Jacksonian ideas
about civilized warfare. Jacksonians believe that only overwhelming
and total retaliation against such tactics can deter the attackers from
striking again. This is how the American frontiersmen handled the
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Native Americans, how the Union general William Sherman “edu-
cated” the Confederacy, and how General Douglas MacArthur and
Truman repaid the Japanese for Pearl Harbor. Jacksonians genuinely
cannot understand why the world criticizes Israel for exercising what
they see as its inalienable right of self-defense—for doing exactly
what they would do in Israel’s place.

In the eyes of the Palestinians and their supporters, the Palestinians—
exiled, marginalized, occupied, divided—are heroic underdogs con-
fronting the might of a regional superpower backed by the most pow-
erful nation on earth. But for Jacksonians, Israel, despite all its power
and all its victories, remains an endangered David surrounded by
enemies.The fact that the Arabs and the larger community of one bil-
lion Muslims support, at least verbally, the Palestinian cause deepens
the belief among many Jacksonians that Israel is a small and vulnerable
country that deserves help. Ironically, some of the greatest military and
political successes of the Palestinian movement—developing an active
armed resistance, winning (largely rhetorical) support from organiza-
tions such as the Arab League and even the General Assembly of the
United Nations, shifting the basis of Palestinian resistance from secular
nationalism to religion, and winning support from powerful regional
states such as Saddam’s Iraq and Iran today—have ended up strength-
ening and deepening American gentile support for the Jewish state.

christian brotherhood
Another important factor leading to increased American support
for Israel is that since 1967 a series of religious revivals have swept across
the United States, with important eªects on public attitudes toward the
Middle East. One consequence has been that even as the mainline,
liberal Protestant churches have become more critical of Israel, they have
lost political and social influence. Another consequence has been a
significant increase in prophetic Zionism, with evangelical and funda-
mentalist American Christians more interested now in biblical prophecy
and Israel’s role in the lead-up to the apocalypse than ever before.

Many evangelical and fundamentalist Christians had shown relatively
little interest in Israel immediately after its war of independence.
Biblical prophecy, as they understood it, clearly predicted that the
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Jews would rebuild the Temple on its original site, and so with the holy
sites of Jerusalem in Arab hands, the countdown to the end of time
appeared to have slowed. Meanwhile, the secular and quasi-socialist
Israel of the 1950s was less attractive to conservative Christians than to
liberal ones. With their eyes fixed on the communist menace during
the peak years of the Cold War, evangelical and fundamentalist
Christians were less actively engaged in U.S. policy in the Middle
East than they had been in the nineteenth century.

The Six-Day War changed that; it was a catalyst both for the evan-
gelical revival movement and for the renewal of prophetic Zionism.
The speed and decision of the victory of Israel looked miraculous to
many Americans, and Israel’s conquest of the Old City meant that the
Temple site was now in Jewish hands. The sense that the end of time
was approaching was a powerful impetus for the American religious
revivals that began during this period. Since then, a series of best-selling
books, fiction and nonfiction alike, have catered to the interest of mil-
lions of Americans in the possibility that the end-time as prophesied in
the Old and New Testaments is now unfolding in the Middle East.

Since the end of the Cold War, an additional force has further
strengthened the links between the state of Israel and many conserva-
tive American Christians. As the religious revival gave new power and
energy to evangelical and fundamentalist churches, their attention
turned increasingly outward. Past such revivals led to waves of intense
missionary interest and activity; the current revival is no diªerent.
And as American Christians have taken a greater interest in the
well-being of Christians around the world, they have encountered
Christianity’s most important rival worldwide, Islam, and have
begun to learn that the conditions facing Christians in a number
of Muslim-majority countries are not good.

Interest in the persecution of Christians around the world is a long-
term feature of Christianity, and not only in the United States.The same
church leaders involved in eªorts to protect Jews in Europe and the
Ottoman Empire were often engaged in campaigns to protect Christians
in China, Korea, Japan, and the Ottoman Empire, among other places.
The rise of communism as the twentieth century’s most brutal enemy of
religion ultimately led American Christians to build organizations
aimed at supporting believers behind the Iron Curtain. Since 1989, the
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persecution of Christians by communists has diminished (although not
disappeared),and so increasingly the center of concern has been the Mus-
lim world,where many Christians and people of other faiths or of no faith
suªer legal and social discrimination—and where, at times, Christians
are beaten and murdered for what they believe. Laws in many Islamic
countries, moreover, forbid proselytizing and conversion—issues of vital
concern for evangelical Christians, who generally believe that those who
die without accepting Christ will suªer in hell and that spreading the
Christian faith is one of their central moral duties. Mainstream media
generally do not make the foreign persecution of Christians a major focus
of their news coverage, but that does not prevent this issue from shaping
the way many Americans look at Islam and, by extension, at the conflict
between Israel and some of its neighbors.

U.S. opinion on the Middle East is not monolithic, nor is it frozen in
time. Since 1967, it has undergone significant shifts, with some groups
becoming more favorable toward Israel and others less so. Considerably
fewer African Americans stand with the Likud Party today than stood
with the Jewish army in World War II. More changes may come. A
Palestinian and Arab leadership more sensitive to the values and political
priorities of the American political culture could develop new and more
eªective tactics designed to weaken, rather than strengthen, American
support for the Jewish state. An end to terrorist attacks, for example,
coupled with well-organized and disciplined nonviolent civil resistance,
might alter Jacksonian perceptions of the Palestinian struggle. It is entirely
possible that over time, evangelical and fundamentalist Americans will
retrace Jimmy Carter’s steps from a youthful Zionism to what he would
call a more balanced position now. But if Israel should face any serious
crisis, it seems more likely that opinion will swing the other way. Many
of the Americans who today call for a more evenhanded policy toward
the Palestinians do so because they believe that Israel is fundamentally
secure. Should that assessment change, public opinion polls might well
show even higher levels of U.S. support for Israel.

One thing, at least, seems clear. In the future, as in the past, U.S.
policy toward the Middle East will, for better or worse, continue to
be shaped primarily by the will of the American majority, not the
machinations of any minority, however wealthy or engaged in the polit-
ical process some of its members may be.∂
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China’s Olympic Nightmare 

What the Games Mean for Beijing’s Future

Elizabeth C. Economy and Adam Segal

On the night of July 13, 2001, tens of thousands of people poured
into Tiananmen Square to celebrate the International Olympic
Committee’s decision to award the 2008 Olympic Games to Beijing.
Firecrackers exploded, flags flew high, and cars honked wildly. It
was a moment to be savored. Chinese President Jiang Zemin and
other leaders exhorted the crowds to work together to prepare for
the Olympics. “Winning the host rights means winning the respect,
trust, and favor of the international community,” Wang Wei, a senior
Beijing Olympic o⁄cial, proclaimed. The o⁄cial Xinhua News
Agency reveled in the moment, calling the decision “another mile-
stone in China’s rising international status and a historical event
in the great renaissance of the Chinese nation.”

Hosting the Olympics was supposed to be a chance for China’s
leaders to showcase the country’s rapid economic growth and modern-
ization to the rest of the world. Domestically, it provided an opportunity
for the Chinese government to demonstrate the Communist Party’s
competence and a⁄rm the country’s status as a major power on equal
footing with the West. And wrapping itself in the values of the Olympic
movement gave China the chance to portray itself not only as a rising
power but also as a “peace-loving” country. For much of the lead-up
to the Olympics, Beijing succeeded in promoting just such a message.

[47]
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The process of preparing for the Games is tailor-made to display
China’s greatest political and economic strengths: the top-down
mobilization of resources, the development and execution of grand-
scale campaigns to reform public behavior, and the ability to attract
foreign interest and investment to one of the world’s brightest new
centers of culture and business. Mobilizing massive resources for large
infrastructure projects comes easily to China.Throughout history,China’s
leaders have drawn on the ingenuity of China’s massive population to
realize some of the world’s most spectacular construction projects, the
Great Wall, the Grand Canal, and the Three Gorges Dam among
them. The Olympic construction spree has been no diªerent. Beijing
has built 19 new venues for the events, doubled the capacity of the
subway, and added a new terminal to the airport. Neighborhoods
throughout the city have been either spruced up to prepare for Olympic
visitors or simply cleared out to make room for new Olympic sites.
O⁄cial government spending for the construction bonanza is nearing
$40 billion. In anticipation of the Olympics, the government has also
embarked on a series of eªorts to transform individual behavior and
modernize the capital city. It has launched etiquette campaigns
forbidding spitting, smoking, littering, and cutting in lines and intro-
duced programs to teach English to cab drivers, police o⁄cers, hotel
workers, and waiters. City o⁄cials have used Olympic projects as a
means to refurbish decaying buildings and reduce air pollution, water
shortages, and tra⁄c jams.

Yet even as Beijing has worked tirelessly to ensure the most impres-
sive of Olympic spectacles, it is clear that the Games have come to
highlight not only the awesome achievements of the country but also
the grave shortcomings of the current regime. Few in the central
leadership seem to have anticipated the extent to which the Olympic
Games would stoke the persistent political challenges to the legitimacy
of the Communist Party and the stability of the country. Demands
for political liberalization, greater autonomy for Tibet, increased
pressure on Sudan, better environmental protection, and an improved
product-safety record now threaten to put a damper on the country’s
coming-out party. As the Olympic torch circled the globe with legions
of protesters in tow, Beijing’s Olympic dream quickly turned into a
public-relations nightmare.
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Although the Chinese government excels when it comes to infra-
structure projects, its record is poor when it comes to transparency,
o⁄cial accountability, and the rule of law. It has responded clumsily
to internal and external political challenges—by initially ignoring
the international community’s desire for
China to play a more active role in resolving
the human rights crisis in Darfur, arresting
prominent Chinese political activists, and
cracking down violently on demonstrators.
Although there is no organized opposition
unified around this set of demands, the
cacophony of voices pressuring China to
change its policies has taken much of the
luster oª of the Beijing Games. Moreover,
although the Communist Party has gained domestic support from
the nationalist backlash that has arisen in response to the Tibetan
protesters and their supporters in the West, it also worries that this
public anger will spin out of control, further damaging the country’s
international reputation. Already, China’s coveted image as a responsible
rising power has been tarnished.

For many in the international community, it has now become
impossible to separate the competing narratives of China’s awe-inspiring
development and its poor record on human rights and the environment.
It is no longer possible to discuss China’s future without taking its
internal fault lines seriously. For the Chinese government, the
stakes are huge. China’s credibility as a global leader, its potential as
a model for the developing world, and its position as an emerging
center of global business and culture are all at risk if these political
challenges cannot be peacefully and successfully addressed.

tiananmen’s ghosts
Nothing has threatened to ruin China’s Olympic moment as
much as criticism of the country’s repressive political system. China
lost its bid for the 2000 Summer Olympics to Sydney, Australia, at
least in part because of the memory of the violent Tiananmen Square
crackdown of June 1989. When China made its bid for the 2008
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Games, Liu Jingmin, vice president of the Beijing Olympic Bid
Committee, argued, “By allowing Beijing to host the Games, you will
help the development of human rights.” François Carrard, director
general of the International Olympic Committee, warily supported
such a sentiment: acknowledging the seriousness of China’s human
rights violations, he nonetheless explained, “We are taking the bet
that seven years from now . . . we shall see many changes.”

Few would place such a bet today. For months, human rights
activists, democracy advocates, and ethnic minorities in China have
been pressuring the government to demonstrate its commitment to
greater political freedom. For many of them, the Olympics highlight
the yawning gap between the very attractive face that Beijing presents
to the world and the much uglier political reality at home. Exactly
one year before the Olympics, a group of 40 prominent Chinese
democracy supporters posted an open letter online denouncing the
Olympic glitz and glamour. “We know too well how these glories
are built on the ruins of the lives of ordinary people, on the forced
removal of urban migrants, and on the suªerings of victims of brutal
land grabbing, forced eviction, exploitation of labor, and arbitrary
detention,” they wrote. “All this violates the Olympic spirit.” Even
Ai Weiwei, an artistic consultant for Beijing’s signature “Bird’s Nest”
stadium, has been critical of the Chinese government. He declared in
an interview with the German magazine Der Spiegel, “The govern-
ment wants to use these games to celebrate itself and its policy of
opening up China. . . . By now, it has become clear to me that this
hope of liberalization cannot be fulfilled. . . .The system won’t allow it.”

Protests have arisen around virtually every Olympic Games in
recent history, but Beijing, with its authoritarian political system, is
uniquely threatened by dissenting voices, and it has responded with a
traditional mix of intimidation, imprisonment, and violent repression.
Teng Biao, a lawyer and human rights activist, was seized in March
2008, held by plainclothes police for two days, and warned to stop
writing critically about the Olympics. Yang Chunlin, a land-rights
activist, was arrested for inciting subversion because he had gathered
more than 10,000 signatures from farmers whose property had been
expropriated by o⁄cials for development projects. After a 20-minute
trial, he was sentenced to five years in prison. In April, the hiv /aids
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activist Hu Jia, who was also one of the authors of the open letter,
was sentenced to three and a half years in jail for subversion, after
being held under house arrest for several months along with his wife
and baby daughter. Although the vast majority of Chinese are prob-
ably unaware of these protests and arrests, Beijing’s overreaction
demonstrates how fearful the Chinese government is that any dis-
sent or protests could garner broader political support and threaten
the party’s authority.

crashing the party
The international community has also raised its own human
rights concerns. For more than a year, China has endured heightened
scrutiny of its close economic and political ties to Sudan. A coalition of
U.S. celebrities and international human rights activists has ratcheted up
the pressure on Beijing to do more to help bring an end to the  atrocities
in Darfur, labeling the 2008 Olympics “the genocide Olympics.”The very
public attention they have brought to China’s relations with the Sudanese
government prompted the movie director Steven Spielberg to withdraw
as the artistic adviser for the opening and closing ceremonies for the
Games. It also seems to have had some eªect on Beijing, which now
strives to appear as if it is placing more pressure on Khartoum.

The Chinese government’s questionable human rights record has
received even more scrutiny since its violent suppression of Tibetan
demonstrators in the spring. In March, Tibetan Buddhist monks
marched to commemorate the 49th anniversary of Tibet’s failed
independence uprising and to call for greater autonomy for Tibet and
the return of their exiled religious leader, the Dalai Lama. The
demonstrations soon escalated into violent protests. Chinese police
forcefully cracked down on the protesters in the Tibetan capital of
Lhasa and throughout other Tibetan areas of western China, leaving
more than a hundred dead and injuring hundreds more.

Ignoring international calls for restraint, Beijing closed oª much
of the aªected region, detained or expelled foreign journalists from
the area, and created a “most wanted” list of Tibetan protesters.
All independent sources of news, including broadcasts by foreign
television stations and YouTube videos, were blacked out in China, and
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text messages in and out of Tibet were filtered. Vitriolic government
propaganda condemned the Dalai Lama as a “wolf in monk’s robes”
and a “devil with a human face but the heart of a beast.” Chinese

o⁄cials accused the “evil Dalai clique” of
attempting to restore “feudalist serfdom” in
the region and called for a “people’s war”
against it. The international community im-
mediately condemned the crackdown and
called for Beijing to resume negotiations with
representatives of the Dalai Lama. Mean-

while, British Prime Minister Gordon Brown, Czech President Václav
Klaus, and Polish Prime Minister Donald Tusk have since announced
that they will not be attending the Olympics’ opening ceremonies.

As the Olympic torch made its way across the globe, the number
of protesters along its path ballooned, from a few in Athens to thou-
sands in London, Paris, San Francisco, and Seoul.These large-scale
disruptions of Olympic pageantry humiliated the Chinese govern-
ment and angered Chinese citizens, producing a wave of nationalist
counterdemonstrations by Chinese living abroad and millions of
virulent anti-Western posts on Chinese Web sites. A bit more than
a month after Beijing’s initial crackdown, senior Chinese leaders
indicated a willingness to meet with the Dalai Lama’s envoys. But
this does not represent a fundamental shift in policy; it is merely a
stopgap measure designed to quell the international outrage.

waiting to inhale
Although some foreign athletes have joined the chorus of China’s
critics, the more immediate concern for many Olympians will be whether
Beijing can ensure clean air and safe food for the duration of the Games.
The city has reportedly spent as much as $16 billion to deliver a “green
Olympics”; many of the Olympic sites showcase a number of clean-
energy and water-conservation technologies, and for the past seven years
the city has been shutting down many of the biggest polluters and steadily
weaning the city’s energy infrastructure oª coal, replacing it with natural
gas. On February 26, senior Chinese o⁄cials formally announced a
more sweeping eªort, including restrictions on heavy industry in five
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neighboring provinces surrounding Beijing, a ban on construction in the
months immediately preceding the Olympics, and plans to compensate
car owners for staying oª the road during the Games.

But pollution levels in Beijing are still far above average. On a typical
day, the city’s air pollution is three times as bad as the standard deemed
safe by the World Health Organization. Last August, an air-quality test
revealed that pollution levels in the city had barely improved despite one-
third of the cars having been removed from the city’s roads. Even some
senior Chinese o⁄cials have reservations about the prospects for a green
Olympics. The mayor of Beijing, Guo Jinlong, admitted in early 2008
that bringing tra⁄c and environmental pollution under control by the
time the Games begin would be an “arduous” task.After all, there are few
economic incentives for businesses to reduce pollution; the central gov-
ernment routinely calls on local o⁄cials and businesses to clean up their
act to no eªect. Many factory managers have agreed to slow production
during the Olympics but not to shut down. In the brutally competitive
Chinese economy, closing factories for several weeks could well spell the
end of those enterprises unless the government provides significant
financial compensation. Meanwhile, corruption flourishes, and local
o⁄cials openly flout environmental laws and regulations. In January
2008, it was revealed by a Western environmental consultant, Steven
Andrews,that o⁄cials in Beijing’s Environmental Protection Bureau had
for several years been skewing the city’s air-quality data by eliminating
readings from some monitoring stations in heavily congested areas.

Faced with the prospect of dangerously high levels of air pollution
during the Games, International Olympic Committee o⁄cials have
warned that competition in endurance sports, such as the marathon and
long-distance cycling, might be postponed or even canceled.The world’s
fastest marathon runner,Haile Gebrselassie,has already withdrawn from
the Olympic race for fear that air pollution might permanently damage
his health. Many athletes are planning to take precautions, such as arriv-
ing in Beijing as late as possible, coming well equipped with medication
for possible asthma attacks, and wearing masks once there.

Beijing’s capacity to provide safe food and clean water for the athletes
is also in question. In the past year, China has endured a rash of scandals
involving food tainted with steroids and insecticides, and as much as half
of the bottled water in Beijing does not meet potable-water standards.
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Some teams, such as the United States’ and Australia’s, have announced
that they will be bringing some or all of their own food and that their bot-
tled water will be supplied by Coca-Cola. Olympic o⁄cials have put in
place a massive food-security apparatus that will track the athletes’ food
from the producers and distributors to the Olympic Village. Having
promised a safe and green Olympics, Beijing must now deliver. Other-
wise, it risks irrevocably damaging the historic legacy of the 2008 Games.

beijing’s blind spot
Beijing’s failure to respond creatively to its critics and eªectively
manage its environmental and product-safety issues reveals a certain
political myopia. China’s leaders have long been aware that opponents
of the regime would try to disrupt the Olympics. They prepared
extensively for disturbances by developing a citywide network of sur-
veillance cameras and training, outfitting, and deploying riot squads
and other special police. They also made some attempts to defuse
international hostility, such as oªering to renew the human rights
dialogue with Washington that was suspended in 2004 and publicly
pressuring Khartoum to accept a joint African Union–United Nations
peacekeeping force. But Beijing has been unable to counter the images
emanating from Darfur and Tibet. Chinese leaders simply saw no
relationship between the pageantry of the Olympics and Tibet, Sudan,
or broader human rights concerns, and they never figured out how to
engage and disarm those who did.They continue to fail in this regard.

As a result, tensions will run high until the end of the Games.
There are also real worries that with the spotlight focused on Beijing
during the Games, some of the opposition to the regime could take
an extreme form. For example, Chinese security forces have expressed
concern that activists from the religious movement Falun Gong might
attempt to immolate themselves in Tiananmen Square. Because of
such concerns, the 30,000 journalists covering the Games may find
themselves straitjacketed when reporting on controversial stories.
And despite recent assurances that a live feed from Beijing will
be allowed and that the Internet will be uncensored in China, the
government has yet to fulfill its promise to allow foreign journalists
unfettered access throughout the country.

Elizabeth C. Economy and Adam Segal
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The Chinese public is already angry about what it sees as a perva-
sive bias toward Tibet and disrespect of China in the Western media.
Chinese citizens are likely to view any disturbances of the Games
as an eªort to embarrass the country and undermine China’s rise.
Foreign media, corporations, and governments might all bear the
brunt of the sort of nationalist backlash that the French retailer
Carrefour endured—in the form of a consumer boycott—in the
wake of the disrupted torch ceremony in Paris.

The combination of demonstrators desperate for the world’s atten-
tion and the heightened nationalism of Chinese citizens makes for an
extremely combustible situation.The o⁄cial Beijing Olympic motto of
“One World, One Dream” suggests an easy
cosmopolitanism, but Chinese nationalist
sentiment will be running high during the
Games, stoked by the heat of competition. In
the past, sporting events in China, in partic-
ular soccer matches against Japanese teams,
have led to ugly riots, and the same could
happen during the Olympics. If the Games
do not go well, there will be infighting and
blame shifting within the party’s central leadership, and it will likely
adopt a bunker mentality. Vice President Xi Jinping, the government’s
point man on the Olympics and President Hu Jintao’s heir apparent,
would likely face challenges to his presumed leadership.

A poor outcome for the Games could engender another round of
nationalist outbursts and Chinese citizens decrying what they see as
racism, anti-Chinese bias, and a misguided sense of Western superiority.
This inflamed form of Chinese nationalism could be the most enduring
and dangerous outcome of the protests surrounding the Olympics. If the
international community does not welcome China’s rise, the Chinese
people may ask themselves why China should be bound by its rules. As
a result, Beijing may find the room it has for foreign policy maneuvering
more restricted by public opinion.This form of heightened nationalism
has occasionally hurt the Chinese government, as happened after a U.S.
spy plane was shot down over China in 2001.When the crew was even-
tually released, an outraged Chinese public accused the government
of weakness and kowtowing to the West.More recently,despite a decade
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of increasingly close economic, political, and cultural ties between
Beijing and Seoul,South Koreans were outraged by the Chinese counter-
protests during the Olympic torch ceremony; in response, the South
Korean government imposed tight restrictions on the number of
Chinese students permitted to study in the country. Sensing the poten-
tially damaging consequences of a prolonged nationalist backlash, the
o⁄cial Chinese media began signaling in May that it was time for
people to move on, focus on economic development, and steer clear of
staging counterprotests and boycotting Western companies.

The barrage of criticism China has endured prior to the Olympics
may have brought a short-term gain in forcing the Chinese leadership to
agree to meet with the Dalai Lama’s envoys, but real reform of China’s
Tibet policy or a broader willingness to embrace domestic reforms is
unlikely to follow in the near term. Nevertheless, the current controversy
could yield positive results in the long run. Beijing’s Olympic trials and
tribulations could provoke soul searching among China’s leaders
and demonstrate to them that their hold on domestic stability and the
country’s continued rise depend on greater transparency and accountabil-
ity and a broader commitment to human rights. Already, some Chinese
bloggers, intellectuals, and journalists, such as Wang Lixiong and Chang
Ping,have seized the moment to call for less nationalist rhetoric and more
thoughtful engagement of outside criticism.The nationalist outburst has
provided them with an opening to ask publicly how Chinese citizens can
legitimately attack Western media organizations if their own government
does not allow them to watch media outlets such as cnn and the bbc.
Similarly, they have used the Olympics as a springboard to discuss the
significance of Taiwan’s thriving democracy for the mainland’s own
political future, the need for rethinking China’s approach to Tibet, and
the desirability of an open press.

Whatever the longer-term implications of the 2008 Olympics, what
has transpired thus far bears little resemblance to Beijing’s dreams of
Olympic glory. Rather than basking in the admiration of the world,
China is beset by internal protests and international condemnation.
The world is increasingly doubtful that Beijing will reform politically
and become a responsible global actor.The Olympics were supposed to
put these questions to bed, not raise them all anew.∂
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Sponsored Section 1

When Sheikh Saud Bin Saqr Al 
Qasimi was appointed Crown 
Prince and Deputy Ruler in 2003, 
Ras Al Khaimah entered a new 
chapter in its history, one that 
placed it fi rmly on the road to a 
bright future. Turning his vision-
ary gaze, keen economic sensibility 
and business know-how towards 
the entire emirate, Sheikh Saud 
implemented vast organizational 
reforms to ensure the success of 
Ras Al Khaimah’s local businesses 
and hospitality to foreign inves-
tors. While sectors in which the 
emirate possesses a competitive edge, such as 
tourism, real estate, and manufacturing are be-
ing improved, it’s the grand scale and thorough-
ness of planning that enchants newcomers.

Ras Al Khaimah may still be one of the 
lesser known of the United Arab Emir-
ates, but its pioneering and ambitious 
projects are set to bring it to the center 

of global attention. Already investors are lin-
ing up to participate in Sheikh Saud Bin Saqr Al 
Qasimi’s vision of a more globally active RAK. 

Within the UAE it has more than proven it-
self since the early 1970s, when it became the 
largest regional producer of cement, thereby 
becoming a fundamental participant in the 
region’s real estate boom. A decade later the 
emirate formed RAK Ceramics, which has be-
come the world’s largest ceramics producer, 
and Julphar, the Gulf region’s fi rst pharmaceu-
ticals company. Even as far back as 1955, Ras 
Al Khaimah played an important role in the de-
velopment of agriculture and fi sheries through 
its agricultural research center. It spearheaded 

innovative methods of arid zone 
cultivation, which made the emir-
ate one of the leading agricultural 
producers in the UAE.

Now that neighbors Dubai and 
Abu Dhabi have established them-
selves as global behemoths of re-
newal, development, and grand 
scale, high-end tourism projects, 
Ras Al Khaimah is expanding 
its own economic opportuni-
ties through equally impressive 
plans. According to a cross sec-
tion of UAE industry leaders, 
Ras Al Khaimah’s share of the 

region’s economic pie will grow exponentially 
in coming years to position the emirate as a 
frontrunner in the race for global investment. 
For RAK, this will most likely manifest itself in 
the emirate’s real estate, tourism, healthcare 
and education, and infrastructure sectors. Con-
fi dence in RAK’s abilities is high, and the emir-
ate’s Investment and Development Offi ce (IDO) 
has laid the groundwork for attracting close to 
$14 billion in inward investment in the next 
few years.

But the bulk of the credit is due to Sheikh 
Saud Bin Saqr Al Qasimi’s indefatigable work in 
transforming Ras Al Khaimah into a center for 
business, tourism, conservation, education, and 
hospitality in less than fi ve years. As the crown 
prince and deputy ruler himself says, the open-
ness to foreign investment is only the beginning 
of his quest for change. “You have to start by a 
dream; then you have to look at what is feasible. 
The country as well has to imagine; you need to 
have a current and future vision, a feasible mas-
ter plan. And when you are really committed, 
that will take you the extra mile.” 

His Highness Sheikh Saud 
Bin Saqr Al Qasimi, the 

Crown Prince and Deputy 
Ruler of Ras Al Khaimah

Emerging Emirate Takes Center Stage

A Rising Star
Ras Al Khaimah
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For many centuries, Ras Al Khaimah’s 
strategic location at the northern tip of the 
United Arab Emirates, coasting the Strait of 
Hormuz and neighboring Oman, has made 

it a prime trading destination. Given this natural 
advantage, the Crown Prince and Deputy Ruler 
is shaping up the emirate’s facilities, such as the 
ports and airports, to once again fully capitalize 
on its position as a prime gateway to the Persian 
Gulf and the Middle East.

Having already put himself and Ras Al Khaimah 
on the stage of major international manufacturers 
with the success of RAK Ceramics as the world’s 
largest ceramics producer, Sheikh Saud went to 
work on the Emirate’s infrastructure with the belief 
that “government should to be the most efficient 
business.” Beginning with the establishment of 
the Investment and Development Office (IDO) in 
2004 and continuing with the Ras Al Khaimah 
Investment Authority (RAKIA) and RAK Properties 
in 2005, the overhaul of the Emirate’s economic 
governance has proven successful.

Probably the most pertinent indicator of rising 
entrepreneurial activity in the emirate is the Ras 
Al Khaimah Free Trade Zone (RAK FTZ). Earlier 
this year, the emirate’s domestic trade activity 
witnessed rapid expansion, with RAK FTZ’s 
four parks reporting 190 percent growth in the 
number of companies registered. A barometer 
for national success, RAK FTZ’s continued drive 
for quality services and standards has won it the 
Middle East Logistics Awards’ “Best Emerging 
Free Zone” accolade two years running. In 2006, 
the Ras Al Khaimah Investment Authority (RAKIA) 
attracted $800 million worth of investment in 
twelve months, registering 86 new companies in 
its industrial zone and leasing over 70 percent of 
its 2.19 million square meters of free-zone land. 
“RAK FTZ contributes in facilitating investment 
for foreigners looking to set up industries and 

factories by offering all the required elements 
such as power, workforce, legal protection, and 
other required factors,” clarifies the company’s 
CEO, Oussama El Omari.

Since it was created in 2005, the Ras Al 
Khaimah Investment Authority (RAKIA) has 
attracted $2.1 billion worth of investment, 
registering 1242 companies in its industrial 
and free zones and leasing over 4 square miles, 
or 41 percent of its 8.5 square miles land. 
RAKIA’s CEO, Dr. Khater Massaad, honored by 
the Financial Times as FDI Personality of 2007, 
says that RAK’s success lies in its offerings 
being comprehensive and complementary. 
”RAKIA is a value proposition. Most investors 
have also bought apartments in new estates 
such as Al Hamra Village, making RAK their 
second home. After their initial investments, 
they continue expanding their facilities. These 
are strong indications of their faith in us, and 
their commitment to RAK.” 

The confidence shown by major international 
corporations establishing themselves in Ras Al 
Khaimah is reflected by its recent long-term 
foreign and local currency sovereign credit 
rating of “A” from both Standard & Poor’s 
and Fitch. “Among the crucial credit strengths 
that RAK possesses,” says Adnan Al Maimani, 
president of the Investment Development Office 
(IDO), “are its stable political environment, 
robust economic fundamentals, healthy 
external finance, significant fiscal discipline 
and flexibility, competitive key industries, and 
strong public sector.” IDO has been elemental 
in setting up IPOs for some of the government’s 
flourishing businesses, including RAK Petroleum 
and RAK Properties. 

Shaping the Emirates’ Northern Star

Ras Al Khaimah offers a myriad of
opportuntities for investors
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“The transparent and proactive 
business culture promoted by 
Sheikh Saud Bin Saqr Al Qasimi has 
captured the attention of big-ticket 

global investors who are now queuing up to make 
RAK their manufacturing base,” says Dr. Khater 
Massaad, CEO of RAKIA. “The project costs for 
setting up a new factory in RAK has been about 20 
to 25 percent less compared to other destinations 
on account of better logistics, no incidence 
of duties and overheads or costs incurred in 
bureaucratic delays.” In addition, RAK boasts a tax-
free environment, an attractive 5 percent import 
duty for locally incorporated companies, and full 
repatriation of capital and profits.  

Foreign investors are equally enticed by a fresh 
new mentality being fostered by the government 
and its key agencies; the IDO’s two core areas 
of economic diversification cleverly combine 
industrial and lifestyle development ensuring  
a superior quality of life. To this end, the IDO 
facilitated deals and entered into relationships 
that reached a phenomenal $6 billion over the 
last two years. “The IDO is looking at developing 
growing industries such as science and renewable 

energy” confirms Adnan Al Maimani, the IDO’s 
president. 

In order to position the local industry a step 
up in the value chain, Sheikh Saud Bin Saqr Al 
Qasimi is counting on the expertise of Prof. 
Anthony K. Cheetham for the creation of the 
RAK Center of Advanced Materials (RAK-CAM).  
“The upcoming center’s objectives are based 
on the central role material science will have 
to play in solving issues related to energy, the 
environment and sustainable development,” says 
Professor Cheetham, the appointed Chairman, 
who has already managed to attract world-class 
personalities for the Scientific Advisory Board, 
including researchers from MIT, JNCASR and 
Cambridge. The main goals of the center are 
“to act as a magnet for companies that want to 
build a base in the region and later to be able 
to create an intellectual property portfolio that 
would provide the basis for start up companies 
and export new technologies to third parties 
elsewhere.”

RAK’s strategy for economic development 
is proving to be a winning formula for both 
investors and RAK as a whole. 

The Gulf’s New Investment Magnet

If there is one image that the term ‘emirate’ 
evokes in people is that of luxurious 
skyscrapers and innovative land reclamation 
projects. For many of the UAE’s burgeoning 

years, the ideology fostered by Dubai and Abu 
Dhabi within the construction and real estate 
sector was: “Build it and they will come.” Ras Al 
Khaimah’s portfolio of real estate projects follows 
an equally impressive vision of imagination 
and innovation, combined with environmental 
aesthetics. But RAK enjoys an additional luxury 
in that it is catering to a well established market. 
For decades, Ras Al Khaimah’s natural diversity 
and stunning scenery has made it a favorite 
getaway destination for many of its neighbors. 
Hotels in Ras Al Khaimah achieved a phenomenal 
93 percent occupancy level during 2007. Ras Al 
Khaimah therefore only needed to address the 
rising demand for residential properties and 
high-end tourism resorts while still balancing 
its unique cultural and ecological assets.

“The heritage and the cultural aspect of the 
emirates is really important for us,” says  Hilary 
McCormack, general manager of RAK Tourism. 
“We want to really stay close to the traditional 
Arabian feel of the emirates that is sort of fading 
away in the other locations, because they have 
been building up so much.”

Tantalizing Projects Set Rak Apart

Harbor at Mina Al Arab, RAK
Properties’ $2 billion project
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For this reason, the 
government created 
two specialized compa-
nies to execute and 
oversee the emirate’s 
real estate development, RAK Properties’ and 
Rakeen. With a sound capital of $544 million, 
the public joint stock company RAK Properties’ 
main aim is to attract foreign investors of 
repute to launch state-of-the-art projects in the 
emirate. To date, it has been highly successful in 
this goal, having reported a net profit of $135 
million for 2007, only its second financial year 
since inception.

RAK Properties’ two flagship projects, Julfar 
Towers and Mina Al Arab, have already caught 
the imagination of many interested parties. 
The $140 million Julfar Towers is proceeding 
as planned to be completed by June 2009, 
delivering two 43-story tower blocks—one 
residential and one office tower—on top of 
a three-story, multi-use podium. On a much 
larger scale is Mina Al Arab (Port of Arabia), 
a landmark coastal development, spreading 
over 30 million square feet and valued at $2.7 
billion. True to Sheikh Saud Bin Saqr Al Qasimi’s 
vision, 50 percent of the area will be used for 
construction and parking—including numerous 
resort hotels, 5,042 residential units, and 593 
villas and townhouses—and the rest will be 
preserved to retain its natural beauty and 
ecology. The project’s first phase is on schedule 
to be completed by 2010. 

RAK Properties Managing Director 
Mohammed Sultan Al Qadi says both projects 
will introduce a new way of living and doing 
business in Ras Al Khaimah. “The sustained 
interest of overseas and regional investors in 
our developments underscores the quality of 
our products and the increasing popularity of 
Ras Al Khaimah as a preferred destination for 
entrepreneurs and tourists,” informs Al Qadi. The 
company recently expanded its activities to the 
Abu Dhabi and Dubai markets and is considering 
future overseas investment opportunities in 
Georgia, Tanzania, Morocco, Egypt, and India.

Rakeen is a private joint stock company 
and started its operations in April 2006, but is 
already working on an enviable spectrum of 
projects. From man-made islands to offshore 

financial districts and 
from spa resorts to new 
urban developments, 
Rakeen facilitates the 
emirate’s transition to an 

international commercial capital and cultural 
landmark. At Al Marjan Island, located 16 miles 
southwest of Ras Al Khaimah town center, 
Rakeen is creating a cluster of five coral-shaped 
islands worth over US$1.8 billion. At Al Marjan 
Island, the visionary resort development of Bab 
Al Bahr will offer residents 100 percent free hold 
apartments with a 360o sea view and majestic 
landscaping that includes exotic gardens and 
open private beach fronts. In addition, Bab Al 
Bahr will be spruced up with a sprawling golf 
course, hotels and resorts, as well as schools 
and hospitals of international repute.

Rakeen’s operations are overseen by revered 
entrepreneur Dr. Khater Massaad, who points 
out that in contrast to other land reclamation 
projects in the region, Al Marjan Island has not 
opted for “hostile dredging”. “We have used 
surface fill with coarse earth material for the 
project,” explains Massaad. “Over two million 
pieces of natural rock were cautiously laid one 
at a time for building essential breakwaters. 
In the long term, these rocks will attract coral 
life and help reef formation, giving birth to a 
new ‘natural’ wonder in Ras Al Khaimah, and 
a breathtaking underwater paradise unique to 
the Arabian Gulf.” Al Marjan Island will thereby 
become a luxurious haven for life both below 
and above sea level.

Rakeen is also responsible for the new Banyan 
Tree Resort, a one-of-a-kind project based on 
a new desert resort concept. In addition to the 
RAK Convention and Exhibition Centre and 
RAK Financial City, Rakeen’s vision of urban 
renewal also includes the new Gateway City 
project, an integrated city to service, support 
and supplement the capital of Ras Al Khaimah, 
as well as developments in Iran’s Isfahan, 
Georgia’s Tbilisi, Congo, India, and Lebanon. 

Both companies are swiftly becoming 
beacon bearers of enlightened development, 
putting Ras Al Khaimah’s name on the map 
as a source of illuminated, harmonious, and 
ethical ideas in real estate. 
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“Ras Al Khaimah is a haven of peace 
where age-old traditions and 
modern life coexist in harmony.” 
This accurate description by 

Sheikh Saud Bin Saqr Al Qasimi connects well 
with tourism developers eyeing the Arabian 
Peninsula’s potential. Both visitors and investors 
seeking to discover the real UAE need look no 
further than the exciting mélange of history, 
natural beauty and luxury offered by Ras Al 
Khaimah. 

From archeological revelations dating back 
5,000 years to modern amenities that include 
island projects, picturesque championship 
golf courses and eco-tourism projects, Ras 
Al Khaimah’s unique and authentic tourism 
assets set it apart from neighboring emirates. 
“Sheikh Saud Bin Saqr Al Qasimi, like his father, 
has a profound interest in the heritage of Ras 
Al Khaimah,” says Christian Velde, resident 
archaeologist at the National Museum of Ras Al 
Khaimah. Opening up historic sites like Shimal, 
Julfar, and Dhayah Fort to receive visitors is 
integral to RAK Tourism’s long term plan. 

Hilary McCormack, General Manager of 
RAK Tourism, explains that, as a tourism 
destination, Ras Al Khaimah has many 
lucrative opportunities for prospective 
investors. “Our main objective for the future,” 
says McCormack, “is to increase the annual 
number of tourists from the current 500,000 
visitors to 2.5 million by 2012.” Over the 
past two years, RAK Tourism has supported 
these growth projections by promoting the 
destination locally and internationally.  As a 
result, the emirate has encouraged a number 
of major international hotel brands to choose Ras 
Al Khaimah as part of their GCC expansion plans.

Brands including the Hilton, Marriott Hotels, 
InterContinental, Banyan Tree Group, TAJ 
Group and Rotana will soon open new luxury 
resort style properties as part of projects such 
as Saray Island, Mina Al Arab, and Al Marjan 
Island. Mina Al Arab, reveals McCormack, will 
have around eight hotels along approximately 
9 kilometers of pristine beach. “On the north 

end of that project is a 741-acre nature resort, 
an ecologically important area to the region, 
which will be left in its natural state and will 
enhance the whole Mina Al Arab Project.”

Ras Al Khaimah’s tourism industry is 
also embracing the highly popular wellness 
segment, introducing world-class spa products 
such as the Banyan Tree Group and developing 
its own thermal hot springs at Khatt Springs 
Hotel & Spa. The Khatt Springs are situated at 
the foot of the impressive Al Hajar mountain 
range. The Spa draws from its own natural 
mineral waters and is the first of its kind to 
offer a diverse wellness facility in the U.A.E..

Another first of astronomical proportions is 
a $265 million Spaceport that will be based 
in Ras Al Khaimah. Clearance was granted 
to America’s Space Adventures Limited to 
operate sub-orbital flights from the emirate, 
which promises to be a truly out-of-this-
world experience for travelers wishing to 
discover new horizons. The recent launch of 
the emirate’s own airline and the planned 
upgrade of the airport will further support 
the development of tourism as a strong, 
sustainable economic pillar for the future of 
this truly appealing and authentic emirate. 

Making a Difference in Tourism

Al Hamra Fort hotel and beach resort,
reviving the 1001 Arabian nights

Al Hajar Mountain
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A believer that the development of 
human capital is key to sustaining a 
competitive economy, Sheikh Saud has 
embedded education and professional 

training in the heart of the emirate’s master 
plan. “We have been sponsoring education at 
all levels to value local human power,” says 
the Crown Prince and Deputy Ruler of Ras Al 
Khaimah. “We are investing in educating people 
here and overseas, allowing them to quickly 
adapt to our new reality.” Getting accustomed 
to a globalized world order requires excellence 
at all levels, an endeavor the Crown Prince is 
very eager to support, rewarding outstanding 
efforts and best practices. 

In order to foster the right talents for Ras Al 
Khaimah’s future, the emirate’s ruler, HH Sheikh 
Saqr Bin Mohamed Al Qasimi, introduced the 
Sheikh Saqr Program for Government Excellence 
in 2004. The program’s general manager, Dr. 
Mohammed Abdul Latif, explains that the 
initiative serves two main purposes. “The first 
is to develop future leaders who will assume 
leadership responsibilities in the government,” 
says Latif. “We recruit and identify those who 
are outstanding students, outstanding human 
talents.” These awardees are given training 
and scholarships to study abroad. Upon their 
return, depending on their qualities, they 
are offered key managerial positions within 
the government. “The second purpose of the 
program is to introduce quality concepts and 
to improve the work done by the government; 
to reduce bureaucracy, streamline processes, 
and facilitate transactions for investors.”

In the realm of educational development, the 
government is actively pursuing collaborations 
with major international institutions to expand 
its academic capabilities. Through the joint 
stock company RAK Education, or EDRAK, Ras Al 
Khaimah’s government has so far entered into 
pioneering partnerships with George Mason 
University and Tufts University’s Freedman 
School of Nutrition Science and Policy. For Dr. 
Ateeq A. Jakka, CEO of EDRAK, the reason for 
making the emirate a center of American higher 

education is twofold: Firstly, it is the most 
sought-after degree system among young 
UAE nationals, and secondly, it gives access 
to U.S. universities for students unable to go 
abroad. “The market needs certain kinds of 
skills and we are trying to merge international 
innovation and expertise with local needs. We 
are an open society, open minded people; it 
is an optimal environment for professional 
education,” adds Jakka. 

The acting Vice President of George Mason 
University’s RAK campus, Zaid Ansari, points out 
that its local programs are first and foremost 
catered towards regional needs, especially in 
science and technology. “GMU-RAK has very 
close ties with coordinating what the region 
needs in terms of the business community. 
There’s a lot of cross-pollination between 
education at George Mason and human capital 
needs.” American university programs have 
been in high demand across the UAE, but Ras 
Al Khaimah has a competitive edge with its 
GMU faculty, the only institution in the region 
with an authentic American university degree 
awarded from its main campus in Virginia. 
“Ras Al Khaimah is growing, and our choice 
of international programs can grow with that, 
students can grow with that,” says Campus 
Enrollment Specialist Nicholas Hamilton-
Archer. “We provide them with the skills to 
assist in this attainment and movement.” 

Charting the Future of RAK’s Education

H.H. Sheikh Saud Bin Saqr Al Qasimi and Dr. Long 
Nguyen, Member of the Board of George Mason 

University, USA signing partnership agreement
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Banking on RAK’s Natural Resources

W
hereas most of the United Arab 
Emirates’ riches stem from oil, 
Ras Al Khaimah has always been 
blessed with natural minerals 

from its mountains. Today, RAK’s quality raw 
materials are feeding the Dubai and Abu Dhabi 
real estate boom. 

RAK is endowed with rich natural resources 
and an abundance of natural raw materials, 
minerals, and mining resources. In January 2008, 
Sheikh Saud Bin Saqr Al Qasimi announced that 
RAK would be investing no less than $1 billion 
this year in the minerals and metals industries 
through a new company, RAK Minerals & Metals 
Investments (RMMI). Nonmetal minerals such 
as limestone have become the cornerstone of 
RAK’s cement, ceramics, and building materials 
industries, which together comprise almost 32 
firms. Of these, the most globally recognized is 
RAK Ceramics. Within only a few years of its 
inception in 1989, the company established 
itself as a world leader in tiles and sanitary ware, 
and is now the largest ceramics manufacturer 
worldwide with sales exceeding $500 million. 
With production of 300,000 square meters 
of tile per day, its quality Gres Porcellanato 
products grace many a global establishment, 
including the Grand Hyatt in Washington, DC. 
“A very determined effort to think beyond the 
regional market, focusing on the largest markets 
in the world, and continually reinvesting a 
large portion of our profits into technological 
innovations are the main factors behind this 
success story,” notes CEO Dr. Khater Massaad.

The RAK Cement Company (RAKCC) has 
also been taking advantage of the high-grade 
raw materials available in Ras Al Khaimah’s 
mountains. The abundance of resources has 
enabled RAKCC’s plant at Saqr Port to produce 
1.2 million tons of prime-quality cement per 
annum. Professor Abdul Rahman S. Al-Sharhan, 
Chairman of RAKCC, reveals that in the first nine 
months of 2007 the company’s sales revenues 
shot to $68 million, mainly by supplying the 
regional real estate and construction needs 
for building materials. “We are proud to say 
that the cement used in the Burj Dubai Tower 
is ours, as well as part of the Jumeirah Beach 
Residences.” Anticipating market demands and 
environmental regulations, RAKCC introduced 
two new products this year: ready mix concrete, 
in a joint venture with Abu Dhabi’s Royal Group, 
and “power-crete,” used mainly for pillars and 
tall structures. “Power-crete is a product that 
meets all environmental standards,” says Al-
Shahran, “we are actively pursuing production 
initiatives that will reduce CO2 emission.”

Environmental protection is also regarded 
as a key priority by quarry operator Stevin 
Rock LLC. The company has gone to great 
lengths to limit dust pollution from its three 
quarries and private port in RAK, Khor Khwair. 
This is a considerable task when producing in 

Hawamel-1A exploration site of RAK Petroleum, imprinting RAK’s global presence
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excess of 60 million tonnes per annum 
of aggregates and rock products, 
including limestone and armour rock. 
General Manager Naser Bustami says 
that due to Stevin Rock’s quality 
control and highly regarded reputation 
as UAE’s leading quarry operator, almost 80 
percent of its yield has gone into Dubai’s grand 
construction projects. “Just about wherever you 
look in Dubai,” he says, “whether it’s the Palm 
Island, the World Island, the Burj Al Arab Hotel, 
or Dubai’s airport, chances are high that the 
raw materials were supplied by us.” As a result, 
Stevin Rock expects revenue of around $270 
million in 2008. 

Meanwhile in the oil and gas sector, RAK 
Petroleum, launched in 2005 with $820 million 
in start-up capital, has a broad mandate to 
invest in the exploration and production of 
oil and gas and other minerals as well as in 
the processing, storage, transportation, and 
marketing of hydrocarbons. “The Company’s 

priority is to build an upstream business 
focused geographically in the Middle 
East and North Africa through both 
drilling and strategic acquisitions,” 
says Bijan Mossavar-Rahmani, CEO 
of RAK Petroleum.  RAK Petroleum 

holds an interest in, and is operator of, five 
concessions in the Sultanate of Oman and two 
in Ras Al Khaimah. An offshore gas/condensate 
field, Bukha, is already on production and a 
second, the nearby West Bukha field, is under 
development with first production expected in 
late 2008. Even the RAK Gas Commission has 
ventured from its core activity of distribution 
at home to exploration in Tanzania. “We have 
a lot of ideas bubbling,” says Ruurd Abma, 
COO of RAK Gas. “If we can do gas prospecting 
in a country like Tanzania, maybe we have 
some opportunity to do the same in Qatar or 
elsewhere closer to home, in order to get gas 
to Ras Al Khaimah at the end of the day.” 

I
n all the world’s nations, 
irrespective of culture, class, or 
religion, life is undoubtedly a 
person’s most important asset. 

Every benevolent ruler therefore 
makes his people’s well-being a 
personal crusade, for without healthy citizens, 
a country’s development, economy, and society 
cannot progress. In Ras Al Khaimah, two brand 
new projects embody Sheikh Saud’s mission 
to invest in human capital and foster an 
environment of world-class healthcare in his 
emirate. In addition to his deputy rulership, the 
Crown Prince has taken upon himself the position 
of chancellor of the Ras Al-khaimah Medical 
and Health Sciences University (RAKMHSU). The 
university was established in 2006 by the Ras 
Al Khaimah Human Development Foundation 
(RAK – HDF) to enrich the emirate’s healthcare 
provision capacities. In four bachelor courses 

at the colleges of Medical Sciences 
and Surgery, Dental Sciences, 
Pharmaceutical Sciences and 
Nursing, the student community is 
being prepared to join the medical 
and health sciences field of the 21st 

century at international standards.  “Sustainable 
development doesn’t solely depend on building 
factories and high- rise buildings, but should 
take into account the most important element 
of developing the human potential,” the 
Crown Prince reiterated at the 2007 RAK MED 
conference and exhibition.

A new era in health care has also been 
inaugurated with the public-private RAK 
Hospital. In addition to providing top-notch 
medical service to local citizens, RAK Hospital 
equally extends its concept of premium 
healthcare with premium hospitality to visitors 
from abroad, opening up the emirate to health 

RAK: Personalizing Life Sciences 
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tourism. “RAK Hospital will be the cornerstone 
of our mission to position Ras Al Khaimah as 
a preeminent destination for quality healthcare 
in the region. The venture, seeking to redefine 
excellence in medical care, is in line with our 
broad vision to improve the quality of health 
care, and ultimately, the health status of our 
people,” explains the Crown Prince.

The $27 million RAK Hospital is a collaboration 
between the government of Ras Al Khaimah and 
Dubai-based ETA-ASCON Group. Raza Siddiqui, 
the group’s CEO, explains that the hospital offers 
95 percent of all available healthcare services, 
from paediatrics to plastic and reconstructive 
surgery, all within an elevated level of hospitality. 
The private establishment has already impressed 
local guests since its start of service earlier this 
year. “In a period of about two months, we have 
delivered 60 babies and seen more than 2,500 
to 3,000 patients. So it is doing a good service to 
the people of Ras Al Khaimah,” says Siddiqui. 

The ultramodern RAK Hospital is managed by 
Sonnenhof Swiss Health. Its services are awarded 
the “Swiss Leading Hospitals” accreditation 
that applies more than 120 separate criteria in 
the areas of quality management, physicians’ 
accreditation, medical care, nursing, hotel-like 
facilities, and administration. This accreditation 
pledges to make patients feel secure in all 
respects to ensure a quicker recovery period. It 
is fully aligned with Raza Siddiqui’s philosophy 
of creating a healing environment rather than 
a mere healthcare facility. “In life, the most 
important thing is the desire to live. If a person 
is sick, he should have the desire to get well. We 
are not talking about illness but wellness.”

Ras Al Khaimah is by no means new to 
medical excellence. The emirate has pursued 
life sciences through the Sheikh Saqr Bin 

Mohammed Al Qasimi–instated pharmaceutical 
company Julphar since 1980. In less than a 
decade, Julphar became a globally recognized 
name, and today is comprised of seven state-
of-the-art manufacturing plants, five of which 
are located in UAE, with one each in Ecuador 
and Germany. At present Julphar markets its 
diversified products in more than 40 countries, 
and has embarked on an aggressive expansion 
of its plants in seven more countries during the 
next three years.

Julphar’s CEO, Abdul Razzaq Yousef, points 
out that the company has had two straight 
decades of growth, continuously booking 20 
to 30 percent shareholder’s equity, and 2007 
revenue of $200 million. The new plants and 
distribution partners in those countries will 
increase their upward lift even more, bolstered 
by a new chain of 2,000 Planet Pharmacies 
throughout the region. “If we look at the Middle 
East and Africa region, there is a need for 
medications, a big need to supply to the whole 
of the population,” says Yousef, adding that the 
region is its primary target for expansion. 

“We have also obtained approval from 
the Federal Drug Administration to sell our 
products in the USA, where we are exporting 
a few medicines.” The success of Julphar 
exemplifies that RAK is an authority not only in 
health care, but equally in diversified industrial 
activity. “For many Americans and Europeans, 
the Arab countries only have camels, oil, desert, 
and tents,” says Yousef. “We are not only that; 
we want to show that we have sophisticated 
industries with technology, and that needs to 
be respected.” 

Julphar, RAK’s FDA & EU  
approved pharmaceutical company
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Reoccupying an Age-old Position

RAK to Regain its Status
as the Region’s Transport Hub

Throughout the ages, Ras Al Khaimah 
has always been a central junction for 
travelling traders. In recent years, the 
emirate’s rising international profile has 

also started to attract a wider base of business 
visitors and tourists. But by 2012, no less 
than 2.5 million visitors per year are expected 
to set foot in Ras Al Khaimah. This immense 
influx calls for an equally huge infrastructure 
expansion. Several grand and medium-sized 
projects have been initiated to safeguard a 
comfortable and hassle-free sojourn for in 
RAK’s visitors. Among these, twenty new hotels 
and resorts are being built to accommodate 
the increased number of guests, the majority 
of which will be welcomed by staff trained at 
RAK’s new $2.8 billion International Hospitality 
Trade and Training Zone (IHOTTZ). 

In addition, a major expansion of Ras Al 
Khaimah International Airport will ensure 
smooth comings and goings of people and 
products. A five-year plan provides for a new 
passenger terminal, a cargo terminal with 
warehousing facilities, parallel taxiways, and an 
airport city with hotels, golf courses, a free zone, 
and an aviation academy. “With all the plans we 
have for the emirate in terms of expansion of 
the hospitality and manufacturing industries, 
we will be the facilitator of growth and enhance 
the economy as the gateway of tourism and 
logistics,” says Sheikh Salem Bin Sultan Al 
Qasimi, chairman of RAK International Airport. 
Supporting the emirate’s avian connectivity is 
the dynamic young carrier RAK Airways, which 
recently signed a purchase agreement for four 
new Boeing 737-800s.

The most substantial development, 
however, is the ongoing expansion of Ras Al 
Khaimah’s seaports. They will serve as the 
Gulf’s trade gateways, a position the emirate 
held for many centuries prior to Saudi Arabia’s 
development boom. “The emirate now has 4 
ports,” says Mohammed A. Al Mehrezi, general 
director of the Customs and Port Department. 
“The most important is Saqr port, the biggest 
bulk cargo handling port in the Gulf region. 
Now a new container terminal is coming up. 
The Port Authority of Saqr is also buying new 
handling equipment, which will automate the 
loading and offloading of bulk materials. Their 
capacity increased to 25 million tons last year. 
This year, they are expecting up to 30 to 35 
million tons.”

“The second port is the Ras Al Khaimah port 
which was just completed, and the third is Al 
Jazeera. Al Hamra port, which is in the south, is 
presently serving the building and construction 
needs of the Palm Islands and The World in 
Dubai.” Mehrezi says that in the future, Al 
Hamra will become a marina as well as an 
industrial and business port, adding to RAK’s 
grand diversity of services in a highly active 
region. The fourth port is the Al Jeer live stock 
port witch mainly going to handle live stock 
imports for the UAE and other GCC countries. 
“The Emirate of Ras Al Khaimah is the first point 
of entry to the Gulf, and one of these days it is 
going to become the main hub for trade.” With 
commitment, investment, and Sheikh Saud Al 
Qasimi’s guidance, RAK will no doubt go a long 
way toward that goal. 
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A Partnership of Equals 

How Washington Should Respond to China’s

Economic Challenge

C. Fred Bergsten

To be an economic superpower, a country must be su⁄ciently large,
dynamic, and globally integrated to have a major impact on the world
economy.Three political entities currently qualify: the United States, the
European Union, and China. Inducing China to become a responsible
pillar of the global economic system (as the other two are) will be one
of the great challenges of coming decades—particularly since at the
moment China seems uninterested in playing such a role.

The United States remains the world’s largest national economy,
the issuer of its key currency, and in most years the leading source
and recipient of foreign investment. The eu now has an even larger
economy and even greater trade flows with the outside world, and
the euro increasingly competes with the dollar as a global currency.
China, the newest member of the club, is smaller than the other two
but is growing more quickly and is more deeply integrated into the
global economy. Its dramatic expansion is therefore having a power-
ful eªect on the rest of the world. (China is often paired with India
in such discussions, but India’s gdp is less than half of China’s. The
value of the annual growth of China’s trade exceeds the total annual
value of India’s trade. China will dominate its Asian neighbor for the
foreseeable future.)

[57]

C. Fred Bergsten is Director of the Peterson Institute for International
Economics. This essay is adapted from his forthcoming, co-authored
book, China’s Rise: Challenges and Opportunities (Peterson Institute and
the Center for Strategic and International Studies, 2008).
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China poses a unique challenge because it is still poor, significantly
nonmarketized, and authoritarian. All three characteristics reduce
the likelihood that it will easily accept the systemic responsibilities
that should ideally accompany superpower status. The integration of
China into the existing global economic order will thus be more
di⁄cult than was, say, the integration of Japan a generation ago. The
United States and the eu would like to co-opt China by integrating
it into the regime that they have built and defended over the last several
decades.There are increasing signs, however, that China has a diªerent
objective. In numerous areas, it is pursuing strategies that conflict with
existing norms, rules, and institutional arrangements.

Some take this lightly, viewing it as simply the usual free-riding and
skirting of responsibility by a powerful newcomer cleverly exploiting
the loopholes and weak enforcement of existing international rules to
pursue its perceived national interests. After all, they say, even the
United States and the eu do the same on occasion, as do other major
emerging-market economies. And to be sure, there is no evidence
that China’s challenges to the current economic order derive from any
cohesive or comprehensive strategy concocted by the country’s political
or intellectual leadership. Despite calls in Beijing for “a new interna-
tional economic order” and talk of how a “Beijing consensus” might
supplant the so-called Washington consensus, to date China’s proposed
alternative approaches do not add up to a revisionist challenge to the
status quo.

Nevertheless, the situation is worrisome. Given its status as a
powerful newcomer benefiting from an e⁄cient economic order,
China actually has a profound interest in seeing that the international
rules and institutions function eªectively. It should be trying to
strengthen the system, whether the present version or an alternative
version more to its liking.

Moreover, Chinese recalcitrance seems to be increasing rather than
decreasing over time. At the outset of its economic reform process,
in the late 1970s, China was eager to join (and to replace Taiwan in)
the International Monetary Fund (imf) and the World Bank. These
institutional ties subsequently played important, and apparently wel-
come, roles in China’s early development success. Later, Beijing
not only endured lengthy negotiations and an ever-expanding set of

C. Fred Bergsten

[58] foreign affairs . Volume 87 No. 4
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requirements in order to join the World Trade Organization (wto)
but also used the pro-market rules of that institution to overcome
resistance to reform among die-hards inside China itself.

But a country’s attitudes can change dramatically along with its
circumstances. Russia, for example, was a supplicant for international
capital and support after its bankruptcy in 1998 and with world oil
prices near $20 a barrel, but it is aggressively pursuing a resumption
of great-power status now that it has recovered and with oil over $100
a barrel. China appears to be undergoing a similar evolution, albeit
with a more cautious leadership and an incremental style. It is also
experiencing the same internal backlash against globalization as have
the United States and many other countries. This attitudinal shift
simply has to be reversed, even if doing so requires a fundamental
adjustment of the international economic architecture.

toward an asian bloc?
On trade, China has been playing at best a passive and at worst a
disruptive role. It makes no eªort to hide its current preference for low-
quality,politically motivated bilateral and regional trade  arrangements
rather than economically meaningful (and demanding) multilateral
trade liberalization through the wto. Since China is the world’s largest
surplus country and second-largest exporter, this poses two important
challenges to the existing global regime.

First, China’s refusal to contribute positively to the Doha Round of
international trade negotiations has all but ensured the talks’ failure.
Beijing has declared that it should have no liberalization obligations
whatsoever and has invented a new category of wto membership
(“recently acceded members”) to justify its recalcitrance. Such a stance
by a major trading power is akin to abstention and has practically guar-
anteed that the Doha negotiations will go nowhere.And since the global
trading system does not stay in place, but is always moving either
forward or backward, a collapse of the Doha Round would be quite
serious: it would represent the first failure of a major multilateral trade
negotiation in the postwar period and place the entire wto system in
jeopardy. China is not the only culprit in the Doha drama, of course.
The United States and the eu have been unwilling to abandon their
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agricultural protectionism, other important emerging economies
have been unwilling to meaningfully open their markets, and several
poor countries have resisted contributing to a global package of reforms.
But China, with its major stake in open trade, exhibits the sharpest
contrast of all the major players between its objective interests and its
revealed policy.

Second, China’s pursuit of bilateral and regional trade agreements
with neighboring countries is more about politics than economics.
Its “free-trade agreement” with the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (asean), for example, covers only a small share of its com-

merce with the countries in question; it is
simply an eªort to calm their fears of being
swamped by their huge neighbor. Again, it is
true that the United States and other major
trading powers also factor foreign policy
considerations into their selections of partners
for regional and bilateral trade agreements.
But they also insist on economic standards
that largely conform to the wto’s rules.China

is able to escape legal application of those rules by continuing to declare
itself a “developing country” and by taking advantage of “special and
diªerential treatment.” But for a major global trading power to hide
behind such loopholes provokes substantial international strains.

China is also hurting the global trading system by supporting the
creation of a loose but potent Asian trading bloc. The network of
regional agreements that started with one between China and asean
has steadily expanded to include virtually all other possible Asian
permutations: parallel Japanese-asean and South Korean–asean
deals; various bilateral partnerships, including perhaps a Chinese-
Indian one; a “10 + 3” arrangement that brings together the ten asean
countries and all three Northeast Asian countries, and possibly even
a “10 + 6” agreement that would broaden the group to include Australia,
India, and New Zealand. All this activity is likely to produce, within
the next decade, an East Asian free-trade area led by China.

Such a regional grouping would almost certainly trigger a sharp
backlash from the United States and the eu, as well as from numerous
developing countries, because of its new discrimination against them.

C. Fred Bergsten
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Even more important, it would create a tripolar global economic regime—
a configuration that could threaten existing global arrangements and
multilateral cooperation.

China’s challenges to the global trading system are most visible in its
opposition to the U.S.proposal, launched at the Asia-Pacific Economic
Cooperation forum in 2006, for a free-trade area of the Asia-Pacific.
The apec initiative, immediately endorsed by a number of those
smaller member economies that fervently want to prevent trade conflict
between the group’s two superpowers, seeks to head oª the looming
confrontation between an Asia-only trading bloc and the United
States, which could draw a line down the middle of the Pacific. The
initiative would eventually consolidate the many preferential pacts in
the Asia-Pacific region and oªer an economically meaningful Plan B
for widespread trade liberalization if the Doha Round definitively
fails. China has led the opposition to the idea, demonstrating its pref-
erence for bilateral deals with minimal economic content and its lack
of interest in trying to defend the broader trading order.

trashing the imf? 
China’s challenge to the international monetary order, mean-
while, is at least as serious. Alone among the world’s major economies,
China has rejected the adoption of a flexible exchange-rate policy,
which would promote adjustment of its balance-of-payments position
and avoid a buildup of large imbalances. Under imf rules, China has
the right to peg its currency—but it does not have the right to inter-
vene massively in the foreign exchange market, as it has for the past
five years, to maintain a hugely undervalued yuan and thereby boost
its international competitive position. This violates the most basic
norms of the imf’s Articles of Agreement, which require members to
“avoid manipulating exchange rates . . . in order to prevent eªective
balance of payments adjustment or to gain unfair competitive advan-
tage.” It is also a violation of the imf’s implementing guidelines,
which explicitly proscribe the use of “prolonged, large-scale one-way”
interventions to maintain competitive undervaluation.

The results are unprecedented for a major trading country. China’s
current account surplus has reached 11–12 percent of its gdp.By next year,
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its annual global surplus could approach $500 billion, approximating the
value of the U.S. current account deficit. Its hoard of foreign currency
exceeds $1.6 trillion and is by far the world’s largest. These imbalances
and the unprecedented flow of international funds that they require
could trigger a crash of the dollar and a “hard landing” for the global
economy, severely compounding the current global financial crisis.

Previous surplus countries, notably Germany in the 1960s and
1970s and Japan in the 1970s and 1980s, have also resisted making
necessary and inevitable adjustments to their currency pegs. But no
earlier imbalances have ever approached the current Chinese one in
terms of its share of the country’s gdp. Moreover, all of these countries
eventually agreed to conform to the international rules.

To date, however, China has resisted all entreaties to alter its behav-
ior. Its announced move to “a managed floating exchange rate based
on market supply and demand” in July 2005 has still not produced any
significant rise in the trade-weighted value of its currency, despite the
recent acceleration of the yuan’s appreciation against the dollar, nor
has it prevented continued huge surpluses in China’s external accounts.
The number of interventions in the currency markets that China has
undertaken to block faster appreciation of the yuan has at least doubled
since that time.

China has actually questioned the basic concept of international
cooperation in dealing with these problems, claiming that a country’s
exchange rate is “an issue of national sovereignty” (rather than a quin-
tessentially international concern in which foreign parties have an
equal interest). It has objected even to the imf’s consideration of the
issue. Its actions have raised an implicit threat that it might promote
the creation of an Asian Monetary Fund, further eroding the global
role of the imf, and may seek a regional or even global role for its
national currency over the long term. These monetary steps intensify
the challenge to the global trading system because large exchange-
rate misalignments are a potent stimulus for protectionism in deficit
countries, as indicated at present by the numerous bills in Congress
to address the China currency issue with trade sanctions.

On energy (China will shortly become the world’s largest consumer
of energy), the challenge China poses is less frontal, but only because
there exists no body of agreed global doctrine, rules, and institutions.

C. Fred Bergsten
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There are at least two conflicting energy regimes, the (periodically eªec-
tive) producer cartel embodied in the Organization of the Petroleum
Exporting Countries and the (very loose and incomplete) consumer
anticartel embodied in the International Energy Agency. China is
creating problems for both with its drive to line up “secure sources of
supply” through long-term contracts with selected producing countries.
It is unwilling to rely solely, or even primarily, on market mechanisms,
attempting to insure itself against both output interruptions by the
producers and the market power of other large consumers.

Here, as elsewhere, China is hardly alone in its behavior. But as the
driving force behind the single most important commodity market in
the world, the country has a particular interest in (and responsibility
for) forging systemic responses rather than trying to carve out exceptions
and special privileges for itself. China appears to be either unaware of
the abject failure of such strategies in the past or confident that its
contemporary clout will su⁄ce to sustain its contractual arrangements
even in di⁄cult periods, and it is pursuing such strategies with respect
to other raw materials as well as oil and gas.

On foreign aid, China may have already become the largest national
donor (depending on how “aid” is defined), and it is posing a direct
challenge to prevailing norms by ignoring the types of conditionality
that have evolved throughout the donor community over the past quarter
century. Beijing rejects not only the social standards (on human rights,
labor conditions, and the environment) that have become prevalent but
also the basic economic standards (such as poverty alleviation and good
governance) that virtually all bilateral and multilateral aid agencies now
require as a matter of course. As with its trade and commodity pacts,
China’s “conditionality”on aid is almost wholly political: insistence that
the recipient countries support China’s positions on global issues, in the
United Nations and elsewhere, and funnel their primary products to
China as reliable suppliers.

new rules of the game
What these policies demonstrate is that China’s international
mindset has not kept pace with its breathtaking economic ascent. China
continues to act like a small country with little impact on the global
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system at large and therefore little responsibility for it. Such a lag in
perceptions is not di⁄cult to understand, particularly as it regards a
conservative leadership still following Deng Xiaoping’s directive to
maintain a low international profile.The central thrust of contemporary
Chinese foreign policy is not to assume a large role in the world but
to avoid international entanglements that could disrupt the country’s
ability to focus on its huge domestic challenges. Moreover, the speed at
which China has risen is di⁄cult for even the most experienced observers
to comprehend. (The pattern is similar to the one that accompanied
Japan’s growth from the early 1970s into the 1980s, when its meteoric
rise also triggered sharp global reactions, while Tokyo maintained a
passive and reactive stance on almost all international issues.)

Even the strongest defenders of the current world trading system
would concede that at least some of China’s criticisms are valid. At best,
the Doha Round will achieve only marginal liberalization of world trade

after almost a decade of eªort. The imf
has failed to enforce its own rules and is being
forced to downsize.The World Bank has lost
any clear direction. The g-7 (the group of
highly industrialized states) has adopted a mu-
tual nonaggression pact among its members,
making its criticisms of outsiders such as China
seem hypocritical.And by failing to adapt their
governance structures to the dramatic changes

in the relative economic power among nations, the international
economic institutions have lost much of their legitimacy. The fact that
some Chinese attitudes are understandable and some Chinese concerns
legitimate does not lessen the significance of the challenge but rather
suggests some of the logical components of an intelligent response.

To deal with the situation, Washington should make a subtle but
basic change to its economic policy strategy toward Beijing. Instead
of focusing on narrow bilateral problems, it should seek to develop a
true partnership with Beijing so as to provide joint leadership of the
global economic system. Only such a “g-2” approach will do justice,
and be seen to do justice, to China’s new role as a global economic
superpower and hence as a legitimate architect and steward of the
international economic order.

C. Fred Bergsten
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The present U.S. approach seeks to entice China to join the existing
global economic order. Washington’s fondness for the status quo is
understandable given its basic success and the prominent role it accords
Washington. But China is uncomfortable with the very notion of
simply integrating into a system it had no role in developing. Both
Chinese o⁄cials and Chinese scholars are actively discussing alterna-
tive structures for which China can be present at the creation. At one
particularly contentious point in its negotiations to enter the wto,
the Chinese ambassador reportedly thundered, “We know we have to
play the game your way now, but in ten years we will set the rules!”
The existing system, moreover, has become increasingly sclerotic, and it
might well be that the only way to overcome the enormous resistance
to change (manifested in positions such as Europe’s refusal to wind
down its excessive quotas and give up some of its imf executive-board
seats) is to undertake a fundamental overhaul.

Current U.S. policy also purports to include tough enforcement
measures to punish noncooperation: Washington has taken Beijing to
the wto for dispute settlement on a number of occasions and has tried
to mobilize the imf and the g-7 to penalize China for its undervalued
currency. But Washington’s criticism of Beijing has not been trans-
lated into any serious retaliatory pressure because too many Americans
receive too many benefits from their actual or potential dealings with
China for policymakers to jeopardize the relationship and because
other key countries are also unwilling to confront China. Abandoning
the present position and adopting a less confrontational approach
might be the only way to persuade China to start cooperating.

the big two 
In part, the strategy proposed here would treat old issues in new
ways, recasting conflicts as opportunities for progress. The United
States and China could agree to construct their regional trade agree-
ments in ways that support, rather than impede, subsequent multilateral
liberalization—and even permit eventual linkage between the regional
bodies. Failures to oªer significant new market-opening opportunities
in the Doha Round would be addressed not as legitimate mercantilist
behavior but as threats to the wto that would jeopardize both countries’
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stake in an open world economy. Competitive currency misalignments
would be treated as deviations from imf norms that hurt all trading
partners, especially poor countries.Washington would concede that its
errant fiscal policy has contributed to the overvaluation of the dollar, just
as Beijing would concede that undervaluation of the yuan has reflected
inadequate Chinese internal demand and excessive government inter-
vention. The United States could escort China into the International
Energy Agency to help organize the response of consuming countries
to high oil prices.

More far-reaching steps might involve the creation of new inter-
national norms and institutional arrangements to govern issue areas
that are important but currently unregulated, such as global warming
and sovereign wealth funds (swfs). To date, China has steadfastly
refused to even contemplate binding constraints on its greenhouse
gas emissions. So has the United States, but that stance seems likely
to change dramatically after the presidential election in November,
no matter who wins. An emissions regime, however, may well lead
to the installation of trade barriers in participating countries against
carbon-intensive products from nonparticipating countries. More-
over, global warming cannot be seriously addressed without China,
which has become the world’s largest polluter. Unless Washington
and Beijing find ways to cooperate in attacking the problem together,
the result could be a trade war between them and little or no action
on the environment.

China has already indicated some skepticism about the adoption
of new international guidelines, even if voluntary and nonbinding,
regarding the structure and investment activities of swfs. But the
United States is championing such codes in order to permit continued
foreign investment and head oª the risk of protectionist domestic
reactions. Since the U.S. economy is especially dependent on Chinese
capital, without some new agreement a frontal clash could develop
over this issue, triggered either by China’s rejection of proposed new
guidelines or by the United States’ rejection of Chinese investments
in particularly sensitive areas.

Whether in dealing with old or new issues, the basic idea would
be to develop a g-2 between the United States and China to steer the
global governance process. Other major powers, such as the eu and,
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on some issues, Japan, would of course need to be deeply involved as
well.The new rules, codes, or norms could frequently be implemented
through existing multilateral institutions, such as the imf and the wto.
Some of them might work better through new worldwide organizations
created to deal with truly new issues, such as a global environmental
organization to manage climate-change policy. But eªective systemic
defenses against international economic challenges in today’s world must
start with active cooperation between its two dominant economies,
the United States and China.

Given other powers’ sensitivities, of course, it would be impolitic
for Washington and Beijing to use the term “g-2” publicly. But for
the strategy to work, the United States
would have to give true priority to China
as its main partner in managing the world
economy, to some extent displacing Europe.
Nothing less is likely to attract China or
engage the United States su⁄ciently to
create the eªective leadership that the world
so desperately needs.

Some initial steps have already been taken
in this direction. After I floated the idea of
a g-2 in late 2004, Robert Zoellick, in his
new capacity as deputy secretary of state, which he undertook in
February 2005, launched initial discussions with Chinese counterparts.
In 2007,Treasury Secretary Henry Paulson escalated the engagement
to what is now known as the U.S.-China Strategic Economic Dialogue,
which involves the leaders of ten or so cabinet agencies in each
country. The beginnings of an institutional framework for a working
g-2 have thus already been put in place, and patterns of cooperation
are already developing on topics such as the environment and inter-
national finance. But it is not nearly enough for China to be seen as
a “responsible stakeholder.” It must be seen, and accorded full rights,
as a true leadership partner.

Such a relationship between a rich developed country and a poor
developing one would be unprecedented in human history—as is there
being a poor economic superpower, which is what China is.There are
enough examples of similar cooperation on specific issues, however,
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to suggest that converting U.S.-Chinese disputes into systemic man-
agement issues can be extremely eªective. In the late 1970s, for example,
the United States was applying countervailing duties to scores of
Brazilian products because Brazil’s export subsidies accounted for
almost half the value of all of its foreign sales. A frontal assault on
the subsidies was politically unacceptable in Brazil, but the two
countries agreed to cooperate closely in negotiating a new subsidy
code for the General Agreement on Tariªs and Trade (the precursor
to the wto): this agreement turned out to be simultaneously the
linchpin of a successful Tokyo Round of trade talks, a basis for adding
an injury clause to the U.S. countervailing-duty law, and a foundation
for phasing out the Brazilian subsidy policy.

Are the United States and China ready for such a substantial
reorientation? Washington would need to accept China as a true
partner in managing global economic aªairs, the development of an
intimate working relationship with an Asian country rather than its
traditional European allies, and constructive collaboration with an
authoritarian political regime rather than a democracy. All these
changes would pose substantial challenges for U.S. policymakers and
would likely encounter domestic political resistance.

China is rapidly approaching a moment when its chosen strategy of
integration into the world economy will force it to assume increased
responsibility for the successful functioning of that economy. China’s
own interests, in other words, should lead it to accept an invitation
from the United States to help steer the system in a mutually acceptable
direction.The Chinese today are hotly debating whether their country
should proceed unilaterally or work within the international system,
and an oªer of true partnership could tilt the outcome of that debate
decisively and constructively, raising the possibility that China could
continue its upward trajectory without provoking the clashes that
previous rising powers have.

If China is reluctant to get too close to the United States––say,
because of continuing controversies over security issues––alternative
institutional arrangements are of course available. The eu could be a
member from the outset of a g-3, a group of the current global economic
superpowers. The new g-5, recently created by the imf to conduct its
intensified multilateral consultative process, which adds Japan and
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Saudi Arabia (to represent the oil producers) into the mix, is another
possibility. The central need is to embrace China in the context of a
new and eªective leadership grouping in light of its critical role in the
world economy and its legitimate desire to be engaged in systemic
management at all relevant stages of the process.

Under seven successive presidents, the United States has chosen
to engage, rather than confront, China, taking the eminently sensible
view that provoking an unnecessary confrontation would be profoundly
contrary to U.S. interests. Given the signs that China’s economic
advance will continue, the same logic suggests that Washington
should make every eªort to engage Beijing as a true partner in steering
global economic aªairs. At a minimum, creating a g-2 would limit the
risk of bilateral disputes escalating and disrupting the U.S.-Chinese
relationship and the broader global economy. At a maximum, it could
start a process that might, over time, generate su⁄cient trust and mutual
understanding to produce active cooperation on crucial issues.

Right now, the prospects of such active cooperation are uncertain.
But in addition to their diªerences, the two countries share many
common interests, and their global economic positions are converging
rather than diverging. Developing a partnership of the sort outlined
here will not be easy and will take much time and eªort. But the issues
at stake are so important that even partial success would be worthwhile,
and the only way to gauge the idea’s feasibility is to try it.The upcoming
negotiations to create a global strategy to counter global warming
oªer a compelling opportunity for just such an experiment.∂
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Since the Arab oil embargo of the early 1970s, the United States has
spent nearly $50 billion (in today’s dollars) to build and maintain a huge
strategic stockpile of crude oil. Stored in underground salt domes along
the coasts of Louisiana and Texas, the U.S. Strategic Petroleum Reserve
(spr) now holds more than 700 million barrels of oil. Other major oil
importers—notably European countries and Japan—have spent heavily
to accrue their own reserves, and many are evaluating whether they
should build even larger ones. In his January 2007 State of the Union
address,President George W.Bush urged increasing the country’s stocks
to 1.5 billion barrels in the near future.With the price of crude oil likely
to continue to rise above $100 per barrel, the venture could cost between
$70 billion and $100 billion. Congress has authorized boosting the spr
to one billion barrels but has not yet appropriated the necessary funds.
(And in May, motivated by high oil prices and election-year politics, it
temporarily blocked eªorts by the Bush administration to keep filling the
spr.) After the military resources spent to keep oil supplies flowing re-
liably from the Persian Gulf and other significant oil-producing regions,
the spr is the United States’ costliest investment in energy security.
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The theory behind the eªort is that a well-coordinated system
of oil stocks can buªer the country against foreign and domestic
shocks to the world oil market. Strategic reserves allow governments
to relieve the pressure of unexpected interruptions in oil supplies by
releasing some of their stocks on the market.They can help the gov-
ernments of oil-importing countries dampen the eªects of crises in
oil-exporting regions or along critical supply routes, such as the Strait
of Hormuz, through which about one-third of all the world’s oil ex-
ports pass. Strategic reserves reduce dependence on pivotal suppliers
prone to using oil as a bargaining chip when the market is tight, such
as Iran and Venezuela. And they may reduce (at least a bit) the massive
revenues that flow to oil exporters such as Russia,helping to make them
less formidable troublemakers. Thus, in theory, oil reserves are an
important tool of both economic and foreign policy.

In practice, however, strategic stocks can only boost energy security
when they are handled properly. And on that front, the track record of
most states with large holdings is discouraging. Most countries have
opaque and unreliable procedures governing when their governments
can fill the stocks and when they can release the oil.Washington, among
other governments, makes decisions about stocking and using oil based
on an outdated vision of the oil market. When the United States and
other countries first built their oil caches, several major oil firms and the
main oil-exporting countries controlled the reliability and the pricing of
oil supplies because they held most of the world’s excess production
capacity.Today’s market, by contrast, has little excess capacity, and sup-
plies are priced in commodity markets dominated by massive volumes of
private trading for deliveries today and in the future.Yet strategic stocks
are rarely handled with an accurate view of these markets, even though
eªective management would mean oªering reliable supplies in a crunch
without undermining the enormous benefits of market speculation at
other times. Bigger reserves could help improve U.S. energy security,
but until the U.S. government better manages its strategic oil, spending
up to $100 billion to double the spr—already the world’s largest and
costliest system of oil caches—would be a tremendous waste of money.

Such an eªort would be warranted only if Washington radically
reformed its approach to the United States’ reserves and coordinated
it with those of the rest of the world. Most important, the United
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States should shift control over its oil reserves from the president (and
his political appointees in the Department of Energy and the
State Department) to an independent oil reserve board. Presidential
discretion, once thought to lend flexibility to the system and make
the spr a powerful foreign policy tool, now has the opposite eªect.
Presidential control has politicized decisions about the reserves,
especially as most U.S. presidents have proved unable to move nimbly
and credibly with the commodity markets.

Furthermore, because oil is a fungible global commodity, the
United States must also promote better international coordination of
national reserves. The current system for international coordination
has generally worked well during brief crises, such as in the after-
math of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, but it is prone to fail when it
is needed most—that is, when interruptions in oil supplies are severe
and states are most likely to help themselves first. The current metric
for assessing whether importers are doing their part to protect
against insecure oil supplies is how much oil they store in strategic
caches. A better system would focus instead on how well they manage
their stocks.

reservoir dogs
One lesson oil importers learned in 1973, after the Arab oil states
reduced exports and raised prices in retaliation for Western support
of Israel in the Yom Kippur War, was just how vulnerable they were
to shocks in supplies: the price of crude shot up from about $3 to
about $12, and it stayed there until 1979—when it shot up again. To
help limit the United States’ dependence on fickle oil suppliers, in
1975 Congress passed legislation that authorized the construction of
the spr in order to empower the U.S. government to acquire and
store oil and release it when needed.

The original model for the spr reflected the structure of the oil
market at the time, in which predictability hinged on the ability of
a few major companies and producing countries to deliver extra
supplies in a pinch. The 1975 statute focused on the event of a “se-
vere energy supply interruption” and set out conditions for when
the president could declare a crisis and then, through the secretary

David G. Victor and Sarah Eskreis-Winkler

[72] foreign affairs . Volume 87 No. 4

09_Victor_pp70_83_Blues_3LS.qxd  5/22/08  7:49 PM  Page 72

Return to Table of Contents



 
     THE UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN PRESS 

www.press.umich.edu  

 
  ALSO AVAILABLE: 

The American 

Voter Revisited 

Michael S. Lewis-Beck, 
William G. Jacoby, 
Helmut Norpoth, and 
Herbert F. Weisberg 
978-0-472-07040-4 
Cloth  $80.00 
978-0-472-05040-6 
Paper $29.95 

Imagining 

America in 2033: 

How the U.S. Put Itself 
Together after Bush 

Herbert J. Gans 
978-0-472-11598-3 
Cloth $24.95 
 
 
 

To See Ourselves 

as Others See Us:  
How Publics Abroad View 
the US After 9/11 
Ole R. Holsti 
978-0-472-07036-7 
Cloth $75.00 

978-0-472-05036-9 
Paper  $24.95 
 
 

Beyond Sputnik 

U.S. Science Policy in the 
Twenty-First Century 
Homer A. Neal, Tobin 
L. Smith, and Jennifer 
B. McCormick 
978-0-472-11441-2 
Cloth $70.00 
978-0-472-03306-5 
Paper $30.00 
 

Kinship and Diasporas 

in International 

Affairs 
Yossi Shain 
978-0-472-06910-1 
Paper:  $22.95 
 
The Strategy of 

Campaigning:  

Lessons from Ronald 
Reagan and Boris Yeltsin 
Kiron K. Skinner, Serhiy 
Kudelia, Bruce Bueno de 
Mesquita, Condoleezza Rice 
978-0-472-03319-5 
Paper  $22.95 
 

Federalism    

Political Identity and Tragic Compromise 
Malcolm M. Feeley and Edward Rubin 

Cloth: 978-0-472-11639-3 
$35.00 
 

Deployed 

How reservists bear the burden of Iraq 

Michael Musheno and Susan M. Ross 
Paper: 978-0-472-07029-9 
$24.95 

 

Small Change 
Money, Political Parties, and Campaign 
Finance Reform 
Raymond J. La Raja 
Paper: 978-0-472-05028-4 
$24.95 
 

The Price of Racial 

Reconciliation 

Ronald W. Walters 
Cloth: 978-0-472-11530-3 
$29.95 
 

Distrusting Democrats 

Outcomes of Participatory Constitution 
Making in Uganda 
Devra C. Moehler 
Paper: 978-0-472-06993-4 
$24.95 
 
 

Integrity and 

Agreement 

Morality as a factor for 
economists, sociologists, and 
political scientists 
Alanson Minkler 
Cloth: 978-0-472-11643-0 
$70.00 
 

War and the State 
R. Harrison Wagner 
Paper: 978-0-472-06981-1 
$24.95 
 
The Many Faces of 

Political Islam 

Mohammed Ayoob 
Paper: 978-0-472-06971-2 
$22.95 
 
Making Israel 

Benny Morris 
Paper: 978-0-472-03216-7 
$24.95 
 

Democratic Designs 

International Intervention and 
Electoral Practices in Postwar 
Bosnia-Herzegovina 

Kimberley Coles 
Paper: 978-0-472-06985-9 
$26.95 

    NOW IN PAPER: 

Visit us at www.press.umich.edu to order or join our mailing list for special email discounts on all titles!

 +PODCAST online 

800.343.4499 

+www.science-policy.net

International 

Political Earthquakes: 

Causes and Consequences 
of International Conflict 
Michael Brecher 
978-0-472-05001-7 
Paper $40.00 
 
When Women Have 

Wings:  

Feminism and 
Development in Colombia 

Donna F. Murdock 
978-0-472-05035-2 
Paper $23.95 

    AVAILABLE IN AUGUST ‘08:

NEW! NEW!

 

 

Return to Table of Contents

http://www.press.umich.edu


The Road to Democracy in Iran
Akbar Ganji
foreword by Joshua Cohen and Abbas Milani
“Ganji goes beyond religion, ethnicity, or nationality in 
recognizing universality of concepts such as democracy 
and human rights… allying himself with democratic ele-
ments in his country no matter what their creed.”
— Azar Nafi si, author of Reading Lolita in Tehran
A Boston Review Book • 160 pp., $14.95 cloth

Why Nuclear Disarmament Matters
Hans Blix
From the former UN head weapons inspector in Iraq,
a plea for a renewed global disarmament movement.
A Boston Review Book • 112 pp., $14.95 cloth

Reinventing Foreign Aid
edited by William Easterly
foreword by Nancy Birdsall
“An accessible must-read not only for students and 
academics, but more importantly for those in the policy 
world who will participate in making the critical decisions 
on how aid will be administered, as well as for the citizens 
who will hold them accountable for those decisions.” 
— Peter Montiel, Fred Greene Third Century Professor of 
Political Economy, Williams College
624 pp., 60 illus., $35 paper

The Epicenter of Crisis
The New Middle East
edited by Alexander T. J. Lennon
“An unusually strong collection of essays on the extended 
Middle East. Informed by thorough knowledge of the 
countries and a sense for the important choices facing the 
U.S., these selections urge and enlighten without follow-
ing a party line. Scholars, policy-makers, and members of 
the interested public will benefi t from this book.”
— Robert Jervis, Adlai E. Stevenson Professor of Interna-
tional Aff airs, Columbia University
A Washington Quarterly Reader • 384 pp., $25 paper

NOW IN PAPER

Global Environmental Diplomacy
Negotiating Environmental Agreements
for the World, 1973-1992
Mostafa K. Tolba with Iwona Rummel-Bulska
foreword by Mario Molina
“As a memoir of a new kind of diplomacy for a new kind 
of world, [Global Environmental Diplomacy] is destined to 
become an important historical document.” — Fred Pearce, 
Times Higher Education Supplement
Global Environmental Accord: Strategies for Sustainability
and Institutional Innovation series • 232 pp., $23 paper

To order call 800-405-1619 • http://mitpress.mit.eduThe MIT Press

The MIT Press

Return to Table of Contents

http://www.mitpress.mit.edu


of energy, draw on government-owned oil stocks through a com-
petitive sales process. Over the next several years, the United
States steadily amassed reserves, pausing briefly in 1979–80 when
the fallout from the Iranian Revolution caused oil prices to spike
again and then resuming as prices abated in the 1980s. It also
started to rely more on market forces at home by removing most
price controls and quotas.

The first serious test to the system came in 1989, after the Exxon
Valdez oil spill wreaked havoc on oil shipments from Alaska, creating
shortages on local markets and boosting prices once again. President
George H. W. Bush did not release spr oil then, partly because he
was reluctant to do so but partly, too, because the law gave him
authority to act only in full-blown emergencies. To correct this,
Congress passed legislation granting the president license to sell,
loan, and swap oil in the spr even in instances that fell short of a
“severe energy supply interruption.” And the new law recognized that
domestic interruptions to the oil supply were as dangerous as those
caused by a foreign power.

Despite these eªorts, misuse of the spr continued to undermine
the stocks’ purpose. Bush dealt it a blow during the Gulf War by
failing to release significant stocks until after he had announced U.S.
air strikes against Iraq in January 1991. Six months earlier, when
Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait and seized its oil fields, he had
authorized only a five million barrel “test” sale, which accomplished
little. The president finally sold 17.3 million barrels during Operation
Desert Storm. Although the market did calm down, that outcome
was due mainly to the coalition forces’ victory on the battlefield and
assurances from Saudi Arabia that it would boost production if
needed. The damage to the spr’s credibility had already been done.

The reserves were also mismanaged in times of relative calm.
Filling of the spr slowed in the early 1990s, ground to a halt in
1994, and then was reversed when President Bill Clinton struck a
deal with budget hawks to sell some reserves in order to help bal-
ance the budget. In doing so, he did exactly the opposite of what
the situation required: oil prices were low at the time; it was an
ideal opportunity to fill up. A decade later, President George W.
Bush made the reverse error. After the attacks of 9/11 revived anxiety
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about global oil security, Con-
gress authorized the government
to bring the spr to one billion
barrels (at the time, it stood at
545 million barrels). Bush re-
doubled eªorts to fill the spr to
its current capacity, 728 million
barrels, without enough regard
for how that would aªect market
prices. He even pushed the eªort
through part of the December
2002 oil strike in Venezuela,
which temporarily sent prices
of crude shooting up. Under
the presidencies of Clinton and
George W. Bush, the United
States managed the spr exactly
backward—selling when prices

were low and buying when they were high—squandering perhaps
as much as $1 billion over two decades.

Meanwhile, the spr has still not been put to much good use. Facing
low inventories and volatile prices on the eve of the invasion of Iraq in
2003, oil traders expected Bush to release oil reserves to calm the
market.Bush did not,his administration having concluded that the gov-
ernment should not undercut private speculation and that the nation’s
oil reserves should remain as large as possible in case of future need.This
was a bad call because private stocks were insu⁄cient to buªer a shock as
great as a war in the Persian Gulf. Confusion and criticism followed,
as well as even more volatile prices. In 2005, the Bush administration did
sell or lend more than 20 million barrels of spr oil after Hurricanes
Katrina and Rita devastated the oil-supply and oil-refining systems in
the Gulf of Mexico, and the move helped ease the ensuing shortages of
crude oil. But what helped the most was importing extra supplies
of refined products, such as gasoline, and temporarily easing environ-
mental restrictions, which allowed fuel markets to operate more flexibly.

Thanks to the unpredictability of the United States’ management
of its oil stocks, the spr’s usefulness is now called into question.
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Unlike in the 1970s, oil security today is a function of prices that arise
in complex and often shifting commodity markets—circumstances
that make it impractical for the president to act decisively. At the
same time, the oil industry has shifted to a more just-in-time delivery
system, with longer supply chains, which are more sensitive to dis-
ruptions than shorter ones. Geopolitical vulnerabilities have multiplied.
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Oil producers that used to hold large amounts of spare capacity
now hold very little, so that even small disruptions in supplies can
have large eªects. The game for ensuring oil security has changed.

the world tank
Other countries have also built—and rarely used—strategic oil
stocks. Nearly all the members of the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development have joined the International
Energy Agency, an arm of the oecd created in 1974 to help oversee
national energy policies. The iea requires its members to stockpile
enough oil to cover 90 days’ worth of imports. They must also partic-
ipate in the International Energy Program, a scheme that coordinates
the release of strategic stocks and outlines procedures for curbing
demand for oil in times of severe shortage. The International Energy
Program was originally designed to be triggered when any iea
country suªered a (staggering) seven percent reduction in oil supply.
But the iea’s members soon learned that setting numerical targets
was a poor way to manage petroleum commodities. During the oil
shock that followed the 1979 Iranian Revolution, they found the
iea’s oil-sharing protocols too cumbersome to be useful in such a
fast-evolving crisis: although the shortages were serious, they failed
to reach the seven percent mark. Another problem was that when
pressed, iea members tended to look after their own interests first:
rather than sharing oil, many of them hoarded it, causing shortages
to multiply and prices to rise further still.

In response to these failures, in 1984 the iea adopted new procedures
intended to allow a more flexible and rapid response. Contingency
plans based on these procedures have been drawn up four times—on
the eve of the 1991 Gulf War, in anticipation of the y2k computer prob-
lem, shortly after 9/11, and in the aftermath of Hurricanes Katrina
and Rita—and used twice. During the Gulf War, the iea’s members
committed to collectively releasing nearly two million barrels of oil
stocks per day for at least ten days; after the hurricanes in 2005, they
promised to release up to two million barrels per day for 30 days. In
both instances, the iea proved to be a useful forum for coordination;
the system seemed valuable at least during these contained crises.

David G. Victor and Sarah Eskreis-Winkler
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It is unclear, however, whether the iea can be eªective in the face
of the type of serious shortage that prompted Western governments
to build strategic oil stocks in the first place. The agency measures
members’ compliance according to how many days’ worth of imports
are covered by the stocks held in their territories. It gives almost no
consideration to the factors that govern how countries actually
manage their stocks or whether those stocks would be credibly avail-
able in times of crisis. Yet management varies enormously. Most
countries, including the United States, concentrate strategic decision-
making at the highest levels of government, meaning that, at least in
theory, they can act promptly. But they generally do not, and actual
policies vary as governments change, which undercuts these policies’
credibility. Other states, especially European countries with long
traditions of corporatist management, rely on cumbersome joint gov-
ernment-and-industry decision-making. (The European Union
is, however, currently rewriting its rules so as to shift control of the
reserves held by its members to a single eu authority, which could
make stock management more transparent and more predictable.)
Many states, such as Japan, also commingle the state’s strategic
stocks with the commercial stockpiles that oil traders use to buªer
against changes in market conditions.This can be a problem because
in a crisis private and public holders of stocks generally have diverg-
ing incentives, and it is doubtful whether such arrangements are
flexible enough to allow the government to reliably draw on private
stocks for strategic purposes. Compliance with the iea’s standards
also varies so widely that the agency’s 90-day rule is at best a bench-
mark.The United States falls far short, with less than enough stocks
to cover 60 days of imports. Japan overcomplies: it holds 160 days’
worth of imports, despite both declining domestic oil consumption
and the hefty costs of storing its reserves in earthquake-proof tanks.

Nobody knows how the iea’s procedures would really work in a
serious crisis, but the signs are not auspicious. With spare capacity
at its lowest ever, when governments next face an oil shock, they will
be even more likely to adopt policies favoring their particular interests
over the collective good than they did in the wake of the crises in
the 1970s. International systems for coordination are always hampered
by the fact that ultimate decision-making authority resides with
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national governments, but the iea faces an additional hardship: the
fact that key governments keep executive control over their countries’
oil reserves makes it easier for politicians to meddle in the reserves’
management exactly at the moments when participants in the oil
market need to be confident that governments will work in concert.
Compared with other international institutions, the iea is eªective,
but it can do no more than what its members allow.

getting onboard
Before it spends as much as $100 billion to double the spr, the
U.S. government should manage its existing stocks more eªectively,
as well as encourage other countries to do the same. Its first step
should be to create a new, independent oil reserve board that would
take over nearly all the spr responsibilities currently assigned to the
president, the Department of Energy, and the State Department.
The board would be the iea’s main point of contact in the United
States and would decide when to stock oil and when to release it,
with a view to building the U.S. government’s ability to respond
e⁄ciently to large geopolitical shocks in the world oil market. (It
would not, however, act to influence oil prices on a regular basis,
which is best left to market forces.) Such independent management
would boost the spr’s usefulness and allow for better syncing with
commodity markets.The board would have a broad mandate to release
oil when it determined that the markets could not generate an orderly
response to a shock on their own. Using this broad authority, it
would not only release oil when necessary but also announce ahead
of crises under what conditions it would step in. Such signaling
would help reduce some of the confusion that reigns today. The
board would also tailor its measures to the particular problems that
needed solving. If an oil shock prompted concerns over inflation,
for example, then the board might urge adjustments in monetary
policy by the Federal Reserve, which would be more eªective in that
case than a release of oil stocks.

This new management system would require Congress to pass
new laws, including one updating the spr’s size. For now, the best
approach in this regard would probably be to expand the spr so that
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it covered 90 days’ worth of imports (the iea’s requirement anyway),
which, at current import levels, would be about 1.2 billion barrels.
But the new legislation should also empower the Oil Reserve Board
to adjust that figure if it could justify that a larger or smaller cache
was required.

The Oil Reserve Board’s success will hinge on how the market
responds to it. Today’s spr is huge—although assessments vary, it is
believed to be about twice the size of all the private stocks on U.S.
soil—but little is known about how private stocks are managed.
The board would help gather and publish
more information on such stocks in the
United States and contribute to the varied
international eªorts to improve data on oil
production, trade, and storage. Such infor-
mation is now surprisingly poor given the
importance of oil to modern economies,
the tightness of today’s oil market, and the
necessity of understanding the exact rela-
tionship between public stocks and private
stocks. Also, poor management of strategic
reserves can discourage private investors from building stocks of their
own.There appears to be little such crowding out today, but that could
simply reflect the fact that the spr is largely considered to be dor-
mant or “dead.” But a more eªective spr would amplify the danger,
and so the board would have to be especially vigilant and make sure to
devise clear rules allowing use of the spr only in the face of severe
and unexpected shocks.

The Oil Reserve Board would also periodically assess whether the
U.S. government needed other types of reserves, such as of gasoline, jet
fuel, and other refined products. Such stocks, which are very costly to
build and maintain, do not appear to be warranted now. They were not
warranted in the aftermath of the 2005 hurricanes because the tempo-
rary easing of U.S. environmental standards allowed more such products
to be sold on the domestic market and ample additional supplies were
redirected from Europe. The situation could change, however, as the
United States increasingly depends on large imports of refined products
from distant locations that could be more vulnerable to disruption.
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There are no perfect models for an eªective stockpile system, but a
good example can be drawn from the U.S. Federal Reserve’s role in
monetary policy. Much as with the Federal Reserve’s Federal Open
Market Committee, the point of creating the Oil Reserve Board would
be to vest critical economic decision-making power in an authority that
is relatively independent of political meddling and yet also subject to
political oversight. During crises, the Oil Reserve Board would also have
the independence to make di⁄cult decisions that could cause near-term
harm—as did the Federal Reserve when it chose to take actions that
prompted the inflation-taming recession of the early 1980s. But there
would also be important diªerences between the two bodies.For instance,
the Oil Reserve Board would do little much of the time because its role
would be to act only in the context of large geopolitical shocks to the oil
market. Thus, it might be best to embed the Oil Reserve Board within
the Federal Reserve system, whose large and competent staª could be
drawn on when the normally dormant board surged into activity. The
board could be an arm of the Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas (which has
the most expertise in energy markets) or the Federal Reserve Bank of New
York (which is best equipped to interact with the commodity markets).

The Oil Reserve Board would need to control the funds to support
itself, maintain existing oil stockpiles, and, especially, purchase
additional oil for the spr. Unlike the Federal Reserve, which pays for
most of its activities with the securities and other financial instruments
it holds, the Oil Reserve Board would best be financed through direct
authorization from Congress. If Congress balks at this proposal, a
less-than-perfect alternative would be to fund the Oil Reserve Board’s
activities by channeling to the board oil delivered to the country by
producers instead of paying federal royalties on that oil into the spr
(currently the government’s favorite strategy for stocking the reserves
while hiding the real costs of doing so). Such “royalty in kind” oil or,
perhaps, the proceeds from an oil-import fee could be earmarked for the
board and put into a trust fund managed by the Treasury Department.

it’s a small world
The better management of oil reserves in the United States could
help with reserves worldwide by allowing Washington to lead by
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example and exert more leverage with other iea members. For starters,
new standards are needed to better reflect the realities of the oil trade
today. The iea rule requiring that members hold reserves to cover 90
days of imports is arbitrary and ineªective: with domestic markets
integrated into global ones, the exact volume of a country’s oil imports
is unimportant. All iea members should instead be required to hold
reserves in proportion to the amount of oil they consume, and the iea
should develop metrics that could be used to adjust members’ reserve
requirements according to their exposure to interruptions in supply
and delivery. That approach, rather than a focus on the sheer volume
of imports, would give countries incentives to invest in securing
their supply networks—in the case of the United States, for exam-
ple, the oil platforms and ports along the Gulf of Mexico. The iea
should also assess its members’ compliance based on their reserve
management. Reserves that are overseen by independent professional
authorities and are fully integrated into the iea’s reserve-coordination
system—such as would be the case under the Oil Reserve Board—
would be deemed most reliable because the iea could count on their
being more readily available in times of need than those managed
by opaque and unpredictable processes or institutions vulnerable to
political interference.

The iea should also encourage countries to count the stocks they
hold outside their territories as part of the fulfillment of their reserve
obligations. This approach would encourage Japan and South Korea,
for example, to satisfy their reserve requirements by holding strategic
stocks anywhere along the supply chain, from the Persian Gulf to their
own shores, at a fraction of current costs. ( Japan currently relies heavily
on steel tanks on high-value property at home to store its reserves.)
This approach would also make for a more constructive interaction
between producers and consumers: it would encourage producers to
keep their oil stocks in large importing countries, which would mean
more reliable deliveries and so be good for consumers, too. South
Korea already counts as part of its strategic reserves oil stored for it
by Norway’s StatoilHydro, and Saudi Arabia is exploring a similar
option with Chinese and Indian companies.

Oversight of the strategic-oil-management procedures of the iea’s
members could be added to the agency’s existing reviews of national
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energy policies. The iea’s review teams should grade each country’s
strategic-oil-reserve system according to the credibility, transparency,
and independence of its management. Such an approach on the part
of the iea would make it easier for states to integrate their choices
about strategic oil reserves with other aspects of their energy policies.
For example, a country that could reliably reduce its demand for
oil in a crisis—by either using other fuels or relaxing environmental
standards temporarily to allow for the use of high-sulfur crude—
would not be required to hold as large a stockpile as one that could
not. With such a system in place, the international management of oil
stocks would in time come to be less dominated by energy ministries
and more by the type of coordination exercised by central bankers and
financial-market regulators.

shock absorbers
Much of U.S. energy policy to date has focused on measures that
poll well but do not have much impact on real security, such as expand-
ing mandates for the production of corn-based ethanol (a very costly
way to save oil and one that wreaks ecological havoc). Many elements
of a sensible energy policy, such as increasing energy e⁄ciency and
boosting investment in research and development, are well known.
But others, including a better management system for the spr, have
largely been ignored.

This is unfortunate because in addition to increasing U.S. energy
security, the better management of the country’s oil reserves would
create a tremendous opportunity to engage the rising powers of China
and India. Both countries have recently become major oil consumers,
but, unsure how best to manage their growing needs, they have tried
to promote their energy security by seeking direct access to supplies
overseas—a practice that has bred instability in already fragile countries
and undercut patient eªorts by the West to promote good governance
there. They have also started building oil reserves (China is filling a
cache with 100 million barrels) but have not signaled how they will
manage them. A first step toward helping these countries understand
that energy security comes above all from well-functioning markets
is to enlist them in the iea and reform the agency’s standards so that
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it prizes good and independent management. A better-run and better-
coordinated international system of oil caches (including greater
reserves of their own) could help convince China and India that treating
oil as a true commodity and trusting the markets more are better ways
to improve their energy security than pursuing oil mercantilism.

The better management of strategic reserves at home and world-
wide will not by itself eliminate the United States’ and the world’s
excessive dependence on oil. Solving that problem will require a
comprehensive strategy that limits overall demand for oil, develops
more sources of supplies, and encourages the use of alternative types
of energy. But the current system will not turn on a dime, and such
a comprehensive strategy would not bear fruit for decades. In the
meantime, shock absorbers such as properly managed strategic oil
reserves have a central role to play in limiting the eªects of the crises
that periodically convulse the world oil market.∂
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On January 20, 2009, if not before, a new national security adviser
will tell the incoming president of the United States that the first two
international visitors should be the prime minister of Canada and the
president of Mexico. Almost every new president since World War II
has followed this ritual, because no two countries in the world have a
greater impact economically, socially, and politically on the United
States than its neighbors. The importance of Canada and Mexico
may, however, come as a surprise to most Americans, as well as to the
new president. In the presidential campaign, instead of discussing a
positive agenda for North America’s future, the candidates have
focused critically on two parts of that agenda, the 14-year-old North
American Free Trade Agreement (nafta) and immigration. And
overall, one could conclude from listening to the campaign that
Iraq is key to U.S. national security, China is the United States’
most important trading partner, and Saudi Arabia and Venezuela
supply most of the United States’ energy.

None of these propositions is true. For most of the past decade,
Canada and Mexico have been the United States’ most important
trading partners and largest sources of energy imports. U.S. national
security depends more on cooperative neighbors and secure borders
than it does on defeating militias in Basra.

[84]
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The new president will take o⁄ce at a low moment in U.S. relations
with its neighbors. The percentage of Canadians and Mexicans
who have a favorable view of U.S. policy has declined by nearly half
in the Bush years. The immigration debate in Congress and the
exchange between the two leading Democratic presidential candidates
on who dislikes nafta more has left a bitter taste in the mouths of
Canadians and Mexicans. The ultimatum issued by Senators
Hillary Clinton (D-N.Y.) and Barack Obama (D-Ill.) to Canada
and Mexico—renegotiate nafta on U.S. terms, or else—hardly dis-
played the kind of sensitivity to the United States’ friends that they
have promised. On the other side, Senator John McCain (R-Ariz.)
has oªered such an unvarnished defense of nafta that it would appear
he feels nothing more is needed. Moreover, although an author of
legislation on immigration reform, McCain retreated from such
reform after being harshly criticized. Cnn’s Lou Dobbs’ reports on
the disastrous eªects of illegal immigration and trade seem to have
had a more profound eªect on the national debate than many people
have thought. Indeed, the candidates seem to have accepted Dobbs’
variation on Hobson’s choice—either reject nafta or suªer decline
as a candidate and as a nation.

Sadly, the United States’ leaders are looking backward at nafta
rather than forward by articulating a new vision of shared continental
interests. Nafta has become a diversion, a piñata for pandering
pundits and politicians—even though it succeeded in what it was
designed to do. It dismantled trade and investment barriers, and as
a result, U.S. trade in goods and services with Canada and Mexico
tripled—from $341 billion in 1993 to more than $1 trillion in 2007—
and inward foreign direct investment quintupled among the three
countries and increased tenfold in Mexico between 1990 and 2005.
North America, not Europe, is now the largest free-trade area in the
world in terms of gross product.

The new U.S. administration needs to replace a bad neighbor
policy with a genuine dialogue with Canada and Mexico aimed at
creating a sense of community and a common approach to continental
problems. The new president must address the full gamut of North
American issues not covered by nafta, as well as the governance
issues arising from the successful enlargement of the market. North
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America’s leaders should deepen economic integration by negotiating
a customs union.They should establish a North American investment
fund to narrow the income gap between Mexico and its northern
neighbors. This would have a greater eªect on undocumented immi-
gration to the United States than so-called comprehensive immigration
reform. And they should create a lean, independent advisory commis-
sion to prepare North American plans for transportation, infrastructure,
energy, the environment, and labor standards.

For the last eight years, North America’s experiment in integration
has stalled. The new president needs to restart the engine.

the north american disadvantage
No president has met with his counterparts in Canada and Mexico
more and yet accomplished less than George W. Bush. Between Febru-
ary 2001 and April 2008, President Bush met the Mexican president
18 times and the Canadian prime minister 21 times. All three huddled
together 12 times.

What have they accomplished? They have devised a North
American game of Scrabble with intergovernmental committees
meeting periodically to spell new acronyms that purport to be ini-
tiatives. Nafta set the precedent with 29 working groups. President
Bush brought the Scrabble game to a higher level, inventing and
discarding new acronyms with great abandon. In his first visit to
Mexico in February 2001, he announced the goal of building an
naec (North American economic community). Seven months
later, during a visit by the Mexican president to the White House,
Bush abandoned the community in favor of the p4p (Partnership
for Prosperity). To deal with security fears arising from 9/11 and
economic fears that a more formidable border would reduce trade, the
United States signed separate “smart border” agreements with Canada
and Mexico.These gave birth to still more working groups and initia-
tives, including fast (Free and Secure Trade), pip (Partners in Pro-
tection), c-tpat (Customs-Trade Partnership Against Terrorism),
whti (Western Hemisphere Travel Initiative), ibets (Integrated Border
Enforcement Teams), ace (Automated Commercial Environment).
Sentri provided a fast-lane approach to the U.S.-Mexican border, and
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nexus did the same for the U.S.-Canadian border. No one explained
why they could not do this with one, rather than two, acronyms—or
rather one agency and procedure rather than two.

In March 2005, the spp, the Security and Prosperity Partnership
of North America, replaced the p4p. This was another bureaucratic
exercise aimed at delivering “measurable results” to make North Amer-
ica more competitive and secure. It initially
listed 300 goals, almost all technical—for
example, to harmonize regulations on jelly
beans or eliminate “rules of origin” regula-
tions, which tax the part of each product that
is not made in North America. After three
years, o⁄cials still have not harmonized
jelly-bean labels, but they have removed
“rules of origin” provisions on $30 billion of
goods. That may sound like a lot, but it
represents less than the growth of annual trade in North America. A
year later, in 2006, the three North American leaders invited a group
of ceos from some of the largest corporations in North America to
establish the nacc (North American Competitiveness Council).
They focused on 51 recommendations, which included eliminating
pesky regulations, and agreed on the need to work “under the radar
screen” of public attention.

If you measure progress by examining the growth in trade, the
reduction in wait times at the borders, and the public’s support for
integration, all of these initiatives have failed miserably. The growth
in trade in the Bush years has been less than one-third of what it
was in the previous seven years—three percent versus 9.8 percent.
The wait times have lengthened, and public opinion toward the
rest of North America in all three countries has deteriorated, in
part because the United States failed to comply with nafta on issues
(for example, trucking and softwood lumber) of great importance
to Canada and Mexico.

North American integration has stalled in the Bush years for
several reasons, beginning with 9/11, which led to intense security
inspections on the two borders, creating giant speed bumps for
commerce. A study of the U.S.-Canadian border found a 20 percent
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increase in border delays crossing southbound and a 12 percent increase
in delays northbound since 9/11.

Second, although North American trade has tripled, and 80
percent of the goods from that trade is transported on roads, there
has been little investment in infrastructure on the borders and almost
none for roads connecting the three countries. Thus, the delays
are longer and more costly than before nafta. The steel industry
recently estimated that wait times for their shipments, which are
generally 5–6 hours, result in annual losses of $300–$600 million.
Another study estimated that delays added a cost of 2.7 percent to
the goods.

Third, trucks are still impeded from crossing the U.S.-Mexican
border. Despite nafta’s mandate that Mexican trucks be allowed to
enter the United States starting in 1995, the first trucks—beginning
with 55—crossed in March 2008, on a pilot project that Congress has
tried to stop. (As a point of reference, about 4.2 million Mexican
trucks bring their products to the border each year.) Each year, more
than four billion pounds of fruits and vegetables are placed on trucks
in the Mexican state of Sonora. When the trucks reach the border
crossing at Mariposa, the produce is unloaded in a warehouse, then
retrieved by another truck that takes it several miles into Arizona,
where it is unloaded again into another warehouse and then retrieved
by an American carrier. With 280,000 trucks coming to the Arizona
border each year, think of the ine⁄ciency and cost of transferring
fresh produce three times to cross one border.

Fourth, complying with the “rules of origin” provisions takes so
long that many firms simply use the standard tariª that nafta was
intended to eliminate. Finally, North American integration stalled
because China joined the World Trade Organization in 2001, and its
exports to all three North American countries grew so fast that in
2007 it overtook Mexico as the United States’ second-largest trading
partner. In 2001, the United States imported more textiles and
garments from Mexico than from China, but by 2006 it imported
almost four times as much from China as from Mexico. (The United
States still exports 60 percent more to Mexico than to China.)

Intraregional exports among the three North American countries
as a percent of their global exports increased from 43 percent in 1990
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to 57 percent in 2000—a level of integration almost matching that
of the European Union after five decades of integration. Since
then, intraregional integration in North America has not changed.
Auto parts for one car cross the borders eight times in the course
of being assembled. With added security, inadequate infrastructure,
and the interruption of trucking from Mexico, the transaction
costs now not only exceed the tariª that was eliminated but also
are much higher than the tariªs imposed on foreign cars that need
to enter the United States only once, as a completed product. In
short, the North American advantage has turned into the North
American disadvantage.

The immigration debate has added insult to injury by antagonizing
Mexico without accomplishing anything. Only Senator John Cornyn
(R-Tex.) dared to propose a North American investment fund to help
close the income gap (and thus slow immigration), but he withdrew
his proposal after being criticized by conservatives. That would
have helped Mexican workers much more than the eight core labor
conventions proposed for inclusion in the nafta agreement.

a two-front storm
Assaults from both ends of the political spectrum have trans-
formed the debate on North America in recent years. From the
right have come attacks based on cultural anxieties of being over-
run by Mexican immigrants and fears that greater cooperation
with Canada and Mexico could lead down a slippery slope toward
a North American Union. Dobbs, among others, viewed a report
by a 2005 Council on Foreign Relations task force (which I co-
chaired), Building a North American Community, as the manifesto
of a conspiracy to subvert American sovereignty. Dobbs claimed
that the cfr study proposed a North American Union, although
it did not. From the left came attacks based on economic fears of
job losses due to unfair trading practices. These two sets of fears
came together in a perfect storm that was pushed forward by a
surplus of hot air from talk-show hosts on radio and television. In
the face of this criticism, the Bush administration was silent, and the
Democratic candidates competed for votes in the rust-belt states,
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where unions and many working people have come to see nafta
and globalization much as Dobbs does.

The debate in the United States became so insular that Amer-
icans essentially reversed roles with their neighbors. For nearly
two centuries, many in Canada and Mexico built walls to limit
U.S. influence. Within two decades of their decision to dismantle
the walls, the United States is being pressed by anti–North American
Union populists to rebuild the barriers to keep out its neighbors.
The idea that the United States should fear being taken over by
its weaker neighbors is bizarre, but it is becoming a staple of the
populist critique.

During the nafta debate, people in all three countries had anxieties
and reservations. Canada and Mexico feared U.S. investors would
take over their industries, and Americans feared that Canadians and
Mexicans would take their jobs. None of this happened. Canadians
invested at a more rapid pace in the United States than U.S. firms in-
vested in Canada, and although foreign investment in Mexico soared—
from $33 billion in 1993 to $210 billion in 2005—the percentage
coming from the United States declined by ten percent.

Meanwhile, all three economies became more connected. Many
national firms became North American, producing and market-
ing their products in all three countries. The international sector
of all three economies grew (and export-oriented firms pay wages
13–16 percent higher than the national average). Needless to say,
as the market expanded and the competition grew more intense,
there were more winners and losers, but as consumers, all North
Americans benefited from more choices, lower prices, and higher-
quality products.

In an econometric analysis of the eªects of nafta, the World
Bank estimated that by 2002 Mexico’s gdp per capita was 4–5 percent
higher, its exports 50 percent higher, and its foreign direct invest-
ment 40 percent higher than they would have been without nafta.
Nafta’s eªects on the United States, given the much larger size
of its economy, are much smaller and harder to measure. Still, the
first seven years of nafta, from 1994 to 2001, were a period of great
trade expansion and job creation in the United States. Nafta does
not deserve the credit for all or even much of this job growth, but
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it surely cannot be blamed for serious job losses. If one focuses
only on jobs, U.S. employment grew from 110 million jobs in 1993
to 137 million in 2006 (and in Canada, from 13 million to 16 million).
And U.S. manufacturing output increased by 63 percent between
1993 and 2006.

These benefits have not yielded a positive consensus in part because
they have not been equitably shared with those who paid a price. On
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this, North America’s diªerent voices are audible. One is the stri-
dent and angry voice, personified by Dobbs, which argues that
Mexicans have little in common with Americans, that free trade
hurts workers and the economy, and that the United States can
solve the “immigration problem” by building a wall. This voice has
echoes in Canada and Mexico, and it resonates among those who
are uneasy or fearful about trade and integration. Another voice
represents those who welcome integration and are willing to exper-
iment with new forms of partnership. Public opinion surveys suggest
that the latter voice represents the majority, even if few leaders
speak for them today.

There are many surveys of public opinion conducted in North
America, and they have found that values in all three countries are
similar and converging. Americans, Canadians, and Mexicans like
and trust one another more than they do people from almost any
other country, even though Canadian and Mexican views of U.S.
policy have grown negative in the past seven years. Thirty-eight
percent of the people in all three countries identify themselves
as “North American,” and a majority of these publics would even
be in favor of some form of unification if they thought it would
improve their standards of living without harming the environment
or diminishing their national identities. A majority believes that
free trade is good for all three countries, although respondents also
believe that free trade has benefited the other countries in North
America more than it has theirs. A majority of the publics in all
three countries would prefer “integrated North American policies”
rather than independent national policies on the environment and
border security, and a plurality feel the same way about transporta-
tion, energy, defense, and economic policies.

Given these surveys, the obvious question is why the current
presidential candidates believe that the American public is anti-
Mexican and supports protectionism. There are several possible
explanations. Support for free trade is evident over an extended
period, but the degree of support varies over time and space, depend-
ing on the state of the economy and the size of the trade deficit. A
cnn national poll conducted in October 2007 found that more
Americans believed foreign trade was an opportunity than believed
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trade was a threat. But exit polls of Democrats voting in the Ohio
primary on March 4, 2008, showed that 80 percent blamed trade
for job losses. In a tight race, the candidates responded to the negative
view, which was more intense than the hopes reflected in the public
opinion surveys. For that reason, and because no political leader is
contesting him in the marketplace of ideas, Dobbs is shaping the
debate, and the unions are shaping the policy prescription.

North America faces a Dobbsean choice—between reversing and
accelerating integration, between putting up barriers and finding
new ways to collaborate. Ironically, the Dobbs view has strengthened
just as economic integration in North America has weakened.

a continental approach
It is clear that the Bush administration’s incremental, quiet,
business-based approach has not succeeded in promoting economic
integration or closer collaboration with the United States’ neighbors.
Instead, it has raised some legitimate concerns and provoked a nativist
backlash. It was a mistake to allow ceos to be the only outside advisers
on deregulation and the harmonization of remaining regulations.
Civil society and legislatures must be heard on these issues, which
are less about business than about how to pursue environmental,
labor, and health goals. More broadly, free trade is clearly not
enough. Those groups that pay the price of increased competition
need to share the benefits and need to have a safety net that includes
wage insurance, education and trade adjustment assistance, and
health care. Nor is free trade all that is needed to help Mexico enter
the developed world.

The dual-bilateral strategy (U.S.-Canada, U.S.-Mexico) is also
failing. It exacerbates the defining and debilitating characteristic of
the United States’ relations with its neighbors—asymmetry. It leads
Washington to ignore them or impose its will, and it causes Ottawa
and Mexico City to either retreat or be defensive. Given the imbalance
in power and wealth, a truly equal relationship may be elusive, but it
is in the long-term interests of all three countries to build institu-
tions that will reduce the imbalance. The genius of the Marshall
Plan was that the United States used its leverage not for short-term
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gain but to encourage Europe to unite. That kind of statesmanship
is needed to step beyond short-term and private interests and construct
a North American Community.

There are other reasons for a North American approach. If three
governments rather than two sit at the table, they are more likely to
focus on rules than on power, on national and continental interests
rather than on the interests of specific companies or unions. On issues
such as transportation and the environment, a three-sided dialogue
could produce North American plans. Even on border issues, the
three nations could benefit from comparing procedures and borrowing
from one another the ones that work the best.

A North American approach needs a vision based on the simple
premise that each country benefits from its neighbors’ success and
each is diminished by their problems or setbacks. With such a vision,

it becomes logical to consider a North
American investment fund to reduce the
income disparity between Mexico and its
northern neighbors. Without such a vision,
such a proposal has no chance. Without a
vision, the governments will continue to
grapple with one issue, one country at a
time, reinforcing old stereotypes, such as
that of Mexico as a corrupt, drug-dealing,

immigrant-sending problem. With a vision of a community, all
three governments should see one another as part of the transnational
problem and essential to a solution.

The first step is to deepen economic integration by eliminating
the costly and cumbersome “rules of origin” regulations, allowing all
legitimate goods to move seamlessly across the borders, and permitting
border o⁄cials to concentrate on stopping drugs and terrorists. To
eliminate the rules of origin, the three governments will need to nego-
tiate a common external tariª at the lowest levels.This will not be easy,
as there are other free-trade agreements that would need to be reconciled,
but it will make the North American economy more e⁄cient.A smaller
measure, which could have as large an economic impact, would be to
comply with nafta and harmonize the three countries’ regulations
on truck safety so as to permit trucks to travel in all three countries.

Robert A. Pastor
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Other decisions could harness the comparative advantage of each
country to mutual benefit. For example, more Americans live and
retire in Mexico than in any other foreign country. If the United States
certified hospitals in Mexico and allowed retirees to use Medicare
there, both countries would benefit. The second step is to secure
national borders and the continental perimeter. The best approach
would be to train Canadian, Mexican, and U.S. o⁄cials together to
avoid duplication, share intelligence, and secure the borders as a team.

Another challenge is to narrow the gap in income that separates
Mexico from its northern neighbors by creating a North American
investment fund.The fund should target $20 billion a year to connect
central and southern Mexico to the United States with roads, ports,
and communications. With the goal of building a North American
Community, all three governments should commit to narrowing the
income gap, with each deciding how it could best contribute. Since
it will benefit the most, Mexico should consider contributing half of
the money for the fund and also undertake reforms—fiscal, energy,
and labor—to ensure that the resources would be eªectively used.The
United States should contribute each year 40 percent of the fund’s
resources—less than half the cost each week of the war in Iraq—and
Canada, 10 percent. Since nafta was put into place, the northern part
of Mexico has grown ten times as fast as the southern part because it
is connected to the Canadian and U.S. markets. North America can
wait a hundred years for southern Mexico to catch up, or it can help
accelerate its development—which would have positive consequences
in terms of reducing emigration, expanding trade, and investing in
infrastructure to help Mexico enter the developed world.

North America’s model of integration is diªerent from Europe’s.
It respects the market more and trusts bureaucracy less. Still, some
institutions are needed to develop continental proposals, monitor
progress, and enforce compliance.The three leaders should institution-
alize summit meetings at least annually,and they should establish a North
American commission composed of independent and distinguished
leaders from academia, civil society, business, labor, and agriculture
and with an independent research capacity. The commission should
oªer continental proposals to the three leaders. The leaders would
continue to be staªed by their respective governments, but they would
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respond to a continental, rather than a dual-bilateral, agenda. The
commission should develop a North American plan for transportation
and infrastructure and plans on labor, agriculture, the environment,
energy, immigration, drug tra⁄cking, and borders.

The three heads of state must also commit to building a new
consciousness, a new way of thinking about one’s neighbors and
about the continental agenda. Americans, Canadians, and Mexicans
can be nationals and North Americans at the same time. Indeed,
an appreciation of one’s neighbors as part of a compelling North
American idea could enhance the prestige of each country.To educate
a new generation of students to think North American, each country
should begin by supporting a dozen centers for North American
studies. Each center should educate students, undertake research,
and foster exchanges with other North American universities for
both students and faculty.

This is a formidable agenda that could transform North America
and each of its states. It is not possible without a vision, and it is not
feasible without real leadership and credible institutions. But with all
three, a North American Community can be built. The existence of
such a community would mean that the United States would consult
its neighbors on important issues that aªected them. It would mean
that Canada would work closely with Mexico to build rule-based
institutions and to develop a formula for closing the development
gap. It would mean that Mexico would undertake reforms to make
good use of the additional resources.

This is a very diªerent agenda than seeking to improve working
conditions and the environment by rewriting nafta and threatening
to increase tariªs. Labor and environmental issues should be part of
the North American dialogue working to improve the continent, but
there is no evidence that foreign investors move to Mexico in order
to take advantage of lax labor and environmental rules. Quite the
contrary: Mexico’s labor laws are so rigid that they often discourage
foreign investors. Moreover, they incorporate the eight core inter-
national labor standards, whereas the United States has not approved
six of them. As for its environmental laws, Mexico maintains stan-
dards that are quite good; the problem is that it lacks funds for en-
forcement or cleanup.

Robert A. Pastor
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The immigration issue also needs to be addressed in this broader
context. A fence is needed in some places, but building a 700-mile
wall would be more insulting than eªective. If the United States is
going to try to forge a community, it needs to articulate an approach
that acknowledges that it is complicit in the immigration problem in
hiring illegal immigrants, who work harder for less. More important, if
the United States were to join with Mexico in a serious commitment
to narrow the income gap, then cooperation over other issues would
become possible. The best place to enforce immigration policy is in
the workplace, not at the border, but national, biometric identification
cards will be needed for everyone to make the policy eªective, and a
path to legalization will be needed to make it just.

a north american community
It might seem strange that President Bush would host his final
North American summit meeting in New Orleans, as he did in
April. His response to Hurricane Katrina was deservedly criticized
for its mismanagement. But New Orleans was, at the same time, an
appropriate site: both Canada and Mexico mobilized to assist the
people of New Orleans after Katrina, with Mexico even sending
troops to bring food and undocumented Mexican workers helping
to rebuild the city.

The April summit meeting was probably the last hurrah for the
spp. The strategy of acting on technical issues in an incremental,
bureaucratic way, and of keeping the issues away from public view,
has generated more suspicion than accomplishments. The new
president will probably discard the spp. Annual summits, however,
should be continued, but be opened to civil society, as Senator
Obama has proposed, and intergovernmental connections should
be strengthened.

It would be desirable for Canada and Mexico to join in making a
comprehensive proposal for a North American Community, but
Canada’s aloofness from Mexico makes that unlikely. Therefore, the
responsibility for defining North America’s future will lie with the new
U.S. president. If the next administration seeks to renegotiate nafta,
presses for enforceable labor and environmental provisions, and allows
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special interests, such as the Teamsters Union and the trucking indus-
try, to prevent competition and avoid compliance with the agreement,
the United States’ neighbors may look back on the Bush years with
nostalgia. Canada and Mexico would be under pressure to seek their
own exemptions to nafta, and they would likely remind Washington
that when it comes to enforceable sanctions, the United States has been
more guilty of noncompliance than they have. Renegotiating nafta
would require a significant investment of the new administration’s
time and political capital without, in the end, helping workers or the
environment much, if at all.

The alternative approach needs to start with a vision of a North
American Community and some institutions—quite diªerent from
Europe’s—designed to pursue a bold agenda that includes a customs
union, a North American commission, a North American investment
fund, and a common team of customs and border guards to man
the borders and the continental perimeter. To move toward these
goals, the next president should designate a national adviser for North
American aªairs, who would chair a cabinet-level committee to for-
mulate a comprehensive plan and to help the president negotiate the
di⁄cult tradeoªs between special interests and national and continental
interests. Instead of refighting the nafta debate, this comprehensive
approach would lay the foundation for a new North America.

This is a very ambitious agenda, but on the eve of nafta’s 15th
anniversary, Americans are looking for a fresh approach, and no set of
foreign policies would contribute more to U.S. prosperity and security
than those devoted to building a North American Community. If the
United States wants to compete, it cannot march backward, nor can
it stand in place without falling behind. The new president—working
with counterparts in Canada and Mexico—has the opportunity to
redefine the face of North America for the twenty-first century. If
the principal foreign policy challenge for the next administration is to
restore trust in the United States, then the first step is to demonstrate
to the world that it can work with and respect its neighbors.∂

Robert A. Pastor
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Sponsored Section 1

In two years, Cameroon will celebrate the 50th 
anniversary of its independence. Those with 
long memories will recall that Cameroon 

became an independent nation in January 
1960 amid a great deal of uncertainty—new 
leadership in the capital Yaoundé, and a civil 
confl ict rumbling in the south of the country. 
Therefore, the journey of the country from such 
a diffi cult beginning to its present condition 
as a united entity with considerable positive 
prospects, has been remarkable. 

Although it cannot be denied that the 
country still faces some political challenges, 
there is general consensus that its economy 
is on a sound and solid base. Therefore, as the 
anniversary approaches, many Cameroonians 
both inside and outside the country have high 
hopes that this vibrant West African country 
will not only realize its immense potential, but 
also celebrate its 50th birthday at its apex—both 
economically and politically. 

Geographical Situation

The Republic of Cameroon is a middle-
sized country that lies just north of 
the equator on the West African coast. 

Cameroon’s diverse population of over 18.5m 
people represents a mix of Christian, Muslim 
and indigenous religious groups. The country 
occupies an area of just under 190,000 square 
miles, which ranges from a dense tropical forest 
in the south to a dry savannah in the north. 

Cameroon is one of Africa’s great oppor-
tunities for massive economic development. 
The country has substantial wealth, derived 
from a balance of agricultural, human, and 
mineral riches.  
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Sponsored Section2

Cameroon’s Role in 
Africa and the World

In its African policy, Cameroon has been mindful 
of its unusual colonial heritage. Under the 
name Kamerun the country became a German 

colony in 1884. Following the First World War, 
France and Britain signed the Covenant of the 
League of Nations, dividing Cameroon between 
them. Independence was sought by the Union 
des Populations du Cameroun political party 
until it was outlawed in the 1950s. However, 
French Cameroun finally gained independence 
as a republic under President Ahmadou Ahidjo in 
1960, merging with the southern part of British 
Cameroons in 1961.

The German imprint is still apparent and 
Cameroon’s triple heritage makes its relationship 
with Europe unique. The fact that the European 
Economic Community’s (EEC) first agreement with 
a group of African states was signed in Yaoundé is 
indicative of the unique relationship with Europe. 

Cameroon became a member of La 
Francophonie, an international organization of 
French-speaking countries and governments 
in 1986 and of the Commonwealth of Nations 
ten years later. The country is strongly attached 
to African unity and hosted the Organization 
of African Unity (OAU) Summit in Yaoundé in 
1996. Two OAU Secretary Generals were from 
Cameroon. 

The country enjoys relative political, 
economic, and social stability. In terms of 
gross domestic product (GDP) it is the richest 
in the six-nation Communauté Economique 
et Monétaire de l’Afrique Centrale (CEMAC), a 
putative customs union with a single currency 
(the Central African CFA). The regional grouping 
comprises Cameroon, the Central African 
Republic (CAR), Chad, the Republic of the 
Congo, Equatorial Guinea, and Gabon.   

Access to CEMAC’s market of 35 million people 
has been a selling point in Cameroon’s efforts to 
attract investors. Cameroon, a driving force in 
CEMAC, wants to achieve full and free movement 
of goods and peoples by 2009, but the proximity to 
conflict zones contributes to difficulty in meeting 
this goal. Cameroon has had to offer hospitality to 
some 100,000 refugees due to sporadic conflicts 
in neighboring CAR and Chad.

Indeed, in its international relationships 
Cameroon has, with great pragmatism, always 
given priority to economic relations, which are 
now dominant. This applies, for example, to its 
membership of the African, Caribbean, and Pacific 
Group of States as a major beneficiary of the 
European Development Fund since 1960. At the 
end of last year, Cameroon was the only CEMAC 
country to initial an interim Economic Partnership 
Agreement with the EU. As a middle-ranking 
economy, it could not afford to lose access to 
the EU market for its agricultural exports, such as 
cotton, bananas, coffee, and cocoa. 

Cameroon has also always valued its links with 
the World Bank and International Monetary Fund 
(IMF), which have helped it secure important debt 
relief under the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries 
(HIPC) process. Relations with the Middle East 
countries have also developed considerably, and 
significant strides have been made in Asia. The 
Chinese government, in need of new sources of 
raw materials and markets, is rapidly consolidating 
its growing trade with Cameroon. 

Cameroon at a Glance

President   Paul Biya 
Prime Minister  Ephraim Inoni
Area   183,568 square miles
Population   18,5 million (UN, 2007)
Capital   Yaoundé
Religions   Christianity, Islam, indigenous
Life expectancy  50 years
GNI per capita  $1,010 (World Bank 2006)
Languages   French & English
Currency   CFA franc
Exchange rate  1 US dollar= 424 CFA francs 
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Sponsored Section 3

The Present
Political Situation

Since independence, Cameroon faced a 
serious problem of governmental authority 
that tended to put democracy on the back 

burner. Even though more democratic practices 
were permitted in the English-speaking part 

of the country, the regime of the country’s 
first President Ahmadou Ahidjo (1960-82) 
was better known for its authoritarianism. His 
sudden decision to resign and hand over power 
to his Prime Minister Paul Biya was surprising, 
especially as this involved a “power shift” from 
the north to the southeast.  

The northerners reacted with an attempted 
coup and failure in 1984. But the coup attempt 
did not deter President Biya. He moved very 
quickly from a slow and calculated transition 
to a more open society, introducing a multi-
party system. The ruling party, the Cameroon 
Democratic People’s Movement (CDPM) 
previously the only party, has managed to 
retain control through all subsequent multi-
party elections. The main opposition leader 
John Fru Ndi, head of the Social Democratic 

Front, who was a serious challenger in the 1992 
elections, has become an increasingly isolated 
figure. Thus, with less influence being exerted 
by the opposition, President Paul Biya is said 
to represent the best advocate of stability in 
Cameroon. 

President Biya has been in power for 26 
years, and recently secured from the National 
Assembly, where the ruling party has an 
extremely comfortable majority, a constitutional 
amendment to permit him to stand again when 
his current 7-year term expires in 2011. The 
President’s aloofness from the political scene 
has sometimes been criticized, but there have 
been moments when it has been seen to be an 
advantage. 

Opposition to constitutional change is said 
to have been behind the unprecedented rioting 
in Douala and Yaoundé as well as other towns 
in the southwest in February. But it is generally 
agreed that what really lay behind the riots was 
the sharp increase in fuel prices. The fuel increase 
came at the same time as food price hikes 
arising from dramatic jumps in cost of wheat 
and rice on the world market. The riots are also 
seen as a symptom of the dangerous problem 
of rising youth unemployment. The situation 
was calmed after the fuel price increase was 
halved and salary increases for government 
workers were promised. The government has 
also announced a new program to increase 
food production, although Cameroon has 
traditionally been self-sufficient in food.

As part of its policy to promote good 
governance, Cameroon is committed to the 
war on corruption, which has seen some major 
casualties from the highly competitive political 
elite. Although the anti-corruption moves come 
partly from donor pressure, it responds to a 
popular mood, often expressed in Cameroon’s 
quasi-independent media.  

  President Paul Biya
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Sponsored Section4

An Economy on the 
Brink of Take-off?

In Cameroon, oil production began in 1977 
thus the country was too late to benefit 
from the first oil boom in the early 1970s.  

Cameroon’s economy suffered from the slump 
in oil prices in the 1980s, which led to a heavy 
debt burden and years of securing and paying 
back loans with the World Bank, the IMF and 
other western donor institutions. When oil 
production peaked in 1995, the economy began 
to recover. But despite a period of decline in 
production, oil revenues have continued to rise 
because of the unusually buoyant oil prices 
that have prevailed in recent years. Production 
rose from 87,000 barrels a day in 2006 to 
92,000 barrels a day in 2007. It is estimated 
that production will increase further this year, 
stimulated by the current high world oil price.

Studying the correlation between oil 
revenues and growth rates, it is possible to 
determine that, after years of recession in the 
1980s and early 1990s, GDP growth became 
regular at around 4 percent between 1995-
2003. Although since then growth has been 
slightly uneven, it is back to over 4 percent in 
the current year. 

Apart from oil, Cameroon is rich with a 
number of other solid minerals, including gold, 
diamonds and 50 lesser-known minerals that 
are being developed through small and large-
scale mining. There are also new investments in 
cobalt, iron, nickel, and bauxite. Bauxite mining 
is partly aimed at feeding the aluminum smelter 
at Edea. 

As part of the necessary reform to modernize 
the country, a privatization program is slowly 
taking shape. Attention is also focused on 
improving Cameroon’s infrastructure, especially 
in transport and energy sectors, in order to 
create a favorable business climate that will 

attract the kind of investment needed to help 
the economic take-off.

In terms of its energy supply, the country 
is fortunate in having massive hydroelectric 
potential, such as the dam on the Sanaga River 
which mostly furnishes power to the Edea 
aluminium smelter. But only 2 percent of this 
huge potential is currently being exploited. 
Thus, apart from plans for further hydro 
expansion, oil and natural gas-fired plants have 
been developed to meet a rapidly expanding 
energy market.

Increased dynamism in the economy is 
further evidenced in the success of the country’s 
banking sector. In addition, Cameroon’s famous 
“tontines” investment vehicle of the 1960s is 
a testament to the thriving informal economy. 
Although the informal sector is only calculated 
at 32 percent of GDP (against 57 percent in 
Nigeria and reportedly more in Ghana), this 
sector is growing and it plays an important role 
in Cameroon’s economic well-being.  

This report was produced by SML Strategic Media and Stratline Communication

  Progressive economic framework:
Constructing Cameroon’s new National Sports 

Stadium.
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This spring’s nato summit in Bucharest marked the end of
President George W. Bush’s stewardship of the transatlantic alliance.
This year, Germany, not the United States, played the role of nato
power broker. All the key nato foreign ministers were huddled
with German Chancellor Angela Merkel to determine the future of
nato enlargement. When their decision was announced, Georgia
and Ukraine were stunned that the clout of the United States was not
enough to put them on the path to nato membership. The situation
in Bucharest laid bare the underlying damage done to the United
States’ stature during the Bush era.

On the surface, transatlantic relations are in far better shape
today than they were during the run-up to the Iraq war. But it would
be a mistake to underestimate the depth of the wounds Washington’s
reputation has suªered. Today, the United States lacks concrete
European support on vital issues, and European confidence in U.S.
leadership has collapsed. Fortunately, both the Democratic and the
Republican presidential candidates recognize how much harm has
been done and have vowed to restore the United States’ standing in
the world. The 2008 presidential election provides an opportunity

Building a 
New Atlantic Alliance 

Restoring America’s Partnership With Europe

James P. Rubin

[99]

James P. Rubin is an Adjunct Professor at Columbia University’s
School of International and Public Aªairs. He served as Assistant Secretary
of State for Public Aªairs from 1997 to 2000.

11_rubin_099-110.qxd  5/13/08  2:33 PM  Page 99

Return to Table of Contents



for a fresh start in U.S.-European relations. The new administration
should capitalize on this moment by declaring that the era of U.S.
unilateralism is over and that partnership with Europe is a central
tenet of U.S. foreign policy.Then, it should launch a diplomatic ini-
tiative to win closer cooperation from European allies in exchange
for substantial changes in U.S. policies toward Afghanistan and Iran
and on issues such as climate change and the war on terrorism.

President Bush’s second term was unquestionably better than
his first on a number of pressing issues—especially Iran, the Israeli-
Palestinian peace process, and North Korea. Washington’s emphasis
on diplomacy over military force and its shift from belligerency to
persuasion have had a salutary eªect on U.S.-European relations.

Key European countries have worked in
harmony with the State Department to de-
mand a halt to Iran’s uranium-enrichment
program and to secure un Security Council
sanctions against Tehran. Since the Annapolis
peace conference in November 2007, Euro-
pean frustrations with Washington’s hands-
oª stance in regard to the Israeli-Palestinian

peace process have largely disappeared.And thanks to the Bush admin-
istration’s about-face on negotiations with North Korea—as well as
the recent glimmerings of diplomatic progress with Pyongyang—
European leaders no longer feel compelled to send their own envoys
to Kim Jong Il as peacemakers.

Likewise, decisions by the Supreme Court and Congress to rein
in the Bush administration’s extremist policy on the treatment of
terrorist suspects and enemy combatants has helped quiet the outrage
throughout Europe over the U.S.detention center at Guantánamo Bay,
Cuba, and the Abu Ghraib prison scandal. And although Europeans
continue to be frustrated by what they see as Washington’s selfishness
on the subject of global warming, they are now at least hopeful about
the future.The combination of former Vice President Al Gore’s Nobel
Peace Prize and the fact that all three remaining presidential contenders
have recognized the need for action to reduce greenhouse gas emissions
has created a sense of optimism across the Atlantic that the United
States is finally coming around to the global consensus.

James P. Rubin
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Most important of all, however, has been the change of personalities.
The electoral victories of Merkel in Germany and Nicolas Sarkozy in
France have altered the political landscape in the two major countries
that parted ways with the United States over the Iraq war. Merkel’s
pro-Americanism and Sarkozy’s stated intention to improve France’s
prickly partnership with the United States stand in stark contrast to
the policies of their predecessors, Gerhard Schröder and Jacques
Chirac, who teamed up with Russian President Vladimir Putin to
challenge President Bush over the Iraq war. Both leaders have gone
out of their way to avoid public spats with the Bush administration,
making transatlantic relations far less strained than they were a few
years ago.

the great atlantic rift
Despite these bright spots, Washington continues to pay a heavy
price for alienating its allies during Bush’s first term. U.S. soldiers
are fighting and dying in large numbers in Afghanistan and Iraq,
and some of the United States’ closest military allies are oªering
only modest contributions. With the exception of the United King-
dom, whose contingent is shrinking, no allies have sent a significant
number of combat troops to operate alongside the approximately
150,000 U.S. troops in Iraq.

In Afghanistan, U.S. military commanders and nato’s secretary-
general, Jaap de Hoop Scheªer,have all been frustrated by the relatively
small number of nato troops committed to the war against the
Taliban and al Qaeda. Unlike in regard to Iraq, there is political and
public support across Europe for the mission in Afghanistan, and it
is largely a nato operation. Although France has now added a bat-
talion to its contingent, many nato members continue to impose
restrictions on those troops they have deployed. Whether European
governments admit it or not, much of the problem stems from
lingering European resentment of the first Bush administration’s
unilateralism and its arrogant dismissal of the need for nato assistance
in Afghanistan.

Building new partnerships with European governments will not be
nearly enough to restore respect and admiration for the United States,

Building a New Atlantic Alliance

foreign affairs . July /August 2008 [ 101]

11_rubin_099-110.qxd  5/13/08  2:33 PM  Page 101

Return to Table of Contents



for it is European publics, not European elites, that worry most
about U.S. leadership. This is not simply a global popularity contest;
the erosion of respect for the United States is a threat to U.S. national
security.Without the support and cooperation of multiple governments,
it will not be possible for Washington to confront the threats of a
new era: climate change, the rise of China, the resurgence of Russian
nationalism, nuclear proliferation, and terrorism.

Not too long ago, Washington could secure international support
and legitimacy with relative ease for a mission such as ejecting Iraq
from Kuwait in 1991. First, European and Japanese support would be
obtained. A united Europe would then make Russia more amenable.
With Russian acquiescence, China would likely abstain in the un
Security Council. And little attention had to be paid to Brazil, India,
or South Africa. Now, there is a new power equation. Russia is more
confrontational, China is an independent player, and other large
powers matter.

As numerous studies and polling data have shown, and as any trav-
eler outside the United States knows firsthand, the United States’
popularity has declined dramatically. During Bush’s first term, this
slide in support was often summarized abroad as “We like Americans,
we just hate the Bush administration.” After voters in the United
States reelected Bush in 2004, this explanation no longer made sense,
and divisions deepened further.

Indeed, there is a growing values gap between Americans and
Europeans.There has long been a divide between American and Euro-
pean views on a number of domestic policy issues, including the death
penalty, religion, and the social safety net. It has grown dramatically
in the last eight years, primarily as a result of Washington’s declaration
of independence from the constraints of multilateral diplomacy and its
assault on a series of pending and existing international treaty regimes,
such as the Kyoto Protocol, the International Criminal Court, the
Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, and
the Biological Weapons Convention.

Reports of prisoner abuse at Abu Ghraib, “waterboarding,” and
cia renditions and “black sites” have been even more devastating to
the United States’ image in Europe. Europeans across the political
spectrum used to have a strong sense of shared values with Americans.
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Recent revelations have broken that bond. The growing values gap is
also apparent when it comes to environmental policy. It is not just the
Green Party in Germany that regards climate change as a planetary peril.
From the Conservative Party in the United Kingdom to the Christian
Democratic parties on the continent, thinking green has taken hold
regardless of political ideology. With Washington now seen as dragging
its feet in the face of such an awesome danger, the average European
has come to doubt whether the United States is a responsible member
of the international community. This perception is an unprecedented
threat to the United States’ role as a global leader. One notable exception
was Washington’s reaction to the 2005 Asian tsunami, which demon-
strated that a dramatic U.S. response can have a real eªect on world
opinion and, crucially, on the attitudes of moderate Muslims.

The collapse in European public support for the United States
creates a vicious circle for U.S. policymakers. For most of the last
50 years, the United States’ friends and allies in Europe, as well as allies
in Asia and moderate governments in the Middle East and the Islamic
world, have regarded cooperation with Washington as more than just
sensible diplomacy. Until now, striking an agreement with the United
States was good domestic politics, too. That is no longer true. With
foreign public opinion so anti-American, it has become harder and
harder for U.S. diplomats to convince wavering governments to
support U.S. policies. The fact that all of President Bush’s key allies
during the Iraq war—John Howard in Australia, José María Aznar in
Spain, and Tony Blair in the United Kingdom—either were voted out
of o⁄ce or left under a cloud has not been lost on elected governments
around the world.

Despite this grim reality, key European leaders and many in the
public recognize that Washington’s leadership is indispensable. In a
series of meetings, high-level o⁄cials from France, Germany, and the
United Kingdom told me candidly of their desire for new policies and
renewed leadership from Washington. European governments have
been criticizing Washington for its indiªerence to their interests, and
a new administration should take this criticism to heart. At the same
time, it should insist that with an increased role in decision-making
comes greater responsibility. It is time for the United States to test its
European allies—to see if Europe can take yes for an answer.
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continental drift
Washington’s first priority should be to begin closing the
values gap. Closing this gap will take time. But much of it can be
accomplished with early announcements by the new administration
on prisoners and climate change. The White House should issue
an executive order stating that all terrorist suspects will be treated
in accordance with the U.S. Army Field Manual, which prohibits
waterboarding and other “enhanced interrogation techniques.” It
should also order the Defense Department to close Guantánamo
immediately and prosecute terrorist suspects under the Uniform Code
of Military Justice as quickly as possible. Military courts appear to
have substantial advantages over the criminal justice system when
it comes to the speedy processing of detainees. These advantages
should not be ignored simply because the Bush administration
failed to pay, in the words of the Declaration of Independence, “a
decent respect to the opinions of mankind” in setting up military
tribunals. It may be di⁄cult to prosecute some of those detainees
for whose cases the evidence of criminal behavior is thin; indeed,
some detainees may even have to be released. That is a risk that
must be understood and accepted in the service of a greater goal: the
United States’ good name.

This should be followed by an a⁄rmation of support for the
Geneva Conventions and a public investigation of all charges of
detainee abuse. A candid discussion of how to properly apply these
conventions in contemporary circumstances and a high-profile in-
quiry modeled on the 9/11 Commission—with the full support of
the U.S. military—could have a dramatic and long-lasting eªect
on the United States’ reputation. If respected politicians—former
Senator Sam Nunn (D-Ga.) and Senator John Warner (R-Va.), for
example—were to lead such an investigation, the armed forces
could be assured of fairness and respect for military traditions and
practices, and top o⁄cials could be granted immunity in exchange
for sworn testimony. By answering lingering questions about whether
prisoner abuses were authorized at the highest levels, such a com-
mission would show the United States at its finest. Collective guilt
would be expunged, and individual responsibility assigned. Nothing
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would be a more powerful reminder to the world of the United States’
strength and its commitment to human rights and the rule of law.

For their part, U.S. allies should support the establishment of
new procedures and accepted practices in the area of capturing
and detaining terrorist suspects. They should be as determined as
Washington to undertake reforms in order to make international
legal instruments eªective in the fight against Islamist extremism.
A legal conference should be organized to discuss policies on the
long-term detention of enemy combatants, the streamlining of ju-
dicial procedures, and the gray area of rendition.

Compromising on climate change will require both the United
States and Europe to discuss the promises and the limitations of
treaties. For Europeans, international institutions and multilateral
diplomacy are not a choice but a way of life.
That is why they consider treaties to be the
essential currency of international relations.
And because they expect approval to be a
mere formality, they negotiate treaties with-
out giving much thought to the issue of
ratification. In the United States, however,
there are dozens of treaties still languishing
in the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. Europeans must recognize
that it is unreasonable to expect to achieve critical objectives alongside
the United States, such as reversing the threat of global warming,
through international treaties. They must accept that U.S. laws are
diªerent and that small constituencies can scuttle treaties. In the
United States, the new administration must therefore demonstrate its
bona fides by passing domestic legislation instead.

After announcing its intention to seek congressional approval of
binding limits on greenhouse gas emissions, representatives of the
new administration should sit down with their counterparts from
European governments (and from other key players, such as China,
India, and Russia) to develop a new joint approach to the pressing
challenge of climate change. An executive agreement between gov-
ernments would bypass the thorny process of ratification, and European
cooperation would be tremendously helpful in convincing China and
India to impose more serious restrictions on their emissions.
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the other surge
November’s election will constitute a national referendum on
whether to stay the course in Iraq,as Senator John McCain (R-Ariz.) has
advocated, or begin a substantial withdrawal of U.S. troops. Although
it is certainly possible to encourage a greater European role in support-
ing the Iraqi government and a greater un role in political reconciliation,
it is unrealistic to expect much more in terms of troop contributions.

In Afghanistan, almost seven years after 9/11, the United States
and its allies are still battling the Taliban for control of key parts
of the country. This stalemate could continue for several years
unless there is a dramatic change in strategy. Success, according to
key policymakers in Europe, would require a “smart surge” of military
forces, a new billion-dollar training program for Afghanistan’s police
force, and a new plan to centralize the coordination of security,
economic, and political eªorts.

As nato celebrates its 60th birthday next year, the new admin-
istration will have a unique opportunity to strike a bargain with the
French government and, in the process, strengthen nato and ease
the perennial bickering over European security institutions. President
Sarkozy has told nato o⁄cials that he is ready to resolve a decades-old
anomaly in which France is a member of nato but not part of nato’s
military structure. France will either want a new command that is
responsible for joint civilian-military missions, including police
functions, or want to rotate with the United Kingdom in picking the
European deputy to the nato supreme allied commander for Europe,
who is always an American. These are reasonable requests given
the potential size of France’s military contributions to the alliance. If
successful, France’s full integration into nato would be a huge step
toward a new Atlantic partnership. A renewed and strengthened
nato could undertake a sorely needed “surge” in Afghanistan. Unlike
the war in Iraq, the war in Afghanistan has direct links to 9/11. These
clear ties should give the new administration a su⁄cient rationale to
pressure European allies for assistance. One-third of the roughly
20,000–30,000 troops required should come from Europe. France,
for one, has made its commitment to this mission clear; Sarkozy
declared in March that “we cannot aªord to lose Afghanistan.”
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Even under optimistic conditions, nato forces will have to stay in
Afghanistan for five to ten years. As part of a new bargain with the
United States, European leaders should play a greater role in deter-
mining nato’s political strategy there. To secure European support,
the United States may have to consider European prescriptions. After
all, what is missing in Europe is not the capability to send troops to
Afghanistan but the political will to do so. Germany is particularly
problematic. Even if pro-U.S. German politicians wished Germany to
play a greater role in Afghanistan, they would have to overcome strong
public opposition. In the absence of a sea change in German public
attitudes, the government in Berlin will have little room to maneuver.
That is why the United States must make Germany its primary focus
in rebuilding the nato alliance.

As an implicit price for increasing their contributions, France and
Germany will probably insist on a broader strategic outlook that takes
into account the crucial role of Pakistan in any nato approach to
Afghanistan. When it comes to key questions, such as how to address
the existence of Taliban resupply corridors originating in Pakistan,
whether to make tactical alliances with former Taliban o⁄cials (as
U.S. military commanders have done with Sunni insurgents in Iraq
to such good eªect), how best to handle drug-eradication programs,
and how to improve civilian-military cooperation, European countries
should be given a role in the decision-making commensurate with
their military and financial contributions. Since establishing an eªective
Afghan police force is still a critical problem, that mission should be
oªered to the European Union. In taking it on, the eu could be asked
to increase its contribution and would be required to show that it can
function well alongside nato.

By acknowledging European countries’ concerns and granting them
a greater role in Afghanistan, the United States would be in a better
position to press for new resources from eu countries. That is what
has been missing so far in Afghanistan. And it is what will make the
diªerence in securing new troop contributions and sustained support
over many years. A new commitment to success in Afghanistan
would not only be beneficial for transatlantic relations; it could also
assuage long-standing bitterness over Washington’s condescending
and dismissive treatment of nato in the days and weeks after 9/11.
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all united on the western front
Even as European governments, especially Paris and Berlin, have
signaled their desire to move beyond the rancor of the first Bush term,
Russia under Putin has gone in the opposite direction. Moscow has
become an increasingly bitter and defiant player in international
aªairs, and managing relations with Russia under Putin and his
protégé president, Dmitry Medvedev, remains a formidable challenge.
After 9/11, Moscow oªered the United States partnership in the war
on terrorism by accepting the existence of U.S. military bases in
Central Asia and by sharing intelligence. When Washington failed
to reciprocate—by oªering speedy support for Russian membership
in the World Trade Organization, engaging in high-level consultations
on Iraq, or showing sensitivity to Russian interests in former Soviet
states—Moscow complained bitterly. By Bush’s second term, Russian
policy had changed dramatically, and Putin adopted a much more
confrontational stance toward the West. In the case of Kosovo, this
has meant a promise to veto any un Security Council resolution on
independence and an oªer of full support to Serbia in challenging the
recognition of Kosovo by most Western governments. Likewise,
rather than seeking solutions to di⁄culties in implementing arms
control treaties, such as the Conventional Forces in Europe Treaty,
Russia has simply stopped complying. Its reaction to U.S. plans to
place missile defense systems in the Czech Republic and Poland, until
recently, was to threaten to increase the size and capability of its
strategic nuclear arsenal. And on those occasions when Moscow has
decided that the West’s support for states such as Georgia and
Ukraine has gone too far, it has taken economic and military steps to
intimidate those countries.

A strengthened partnership with Europe would help Washington
deal with a defiant Russia. Indeed, the Bucharest summit was a
reminder of how unity in nato directly aªects Moscow’s willingness
to challenge Washington’s policies. For several years now, Russia has
worked assiduously to divide European countries on the question of
missile defense. But once nato unified in support of missile defense,
Moscow’s posture suddenly changed, and Russia now appears willing
to find common ground. By contrast, Russia has taken advantage of
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divisions in nato over the proposed entry of Georgia and Ukraine
into the alliance, denouncing the move and threatening to retaliate
by recognizing Georgia’s breakaway regions of Abkhazia and South
Ossetia.The lesson is clear: to deal with the new Russia, Washington
must maximize unity with Europe.

Meanwhile, the threat of a nuclear Iran looms. Yet the West is
further away from convincing Tehran to forego its uranium-enrichment
program than it was in 2003, when Washington and Europe were
pursuing diªerent policies. One reason is that Washington has had
to settle for a lowest-common-denominator approach, in which the
sanctions are weak and the incentives not
strong enough to convince Iran to change
course. The European countries (and Rus-
sia) have repeatedly refused to accept un
resolutions imposing stiª sanctions against
Iran, as urged by the Bush administration.
(European o⁄cials readily admit that their
reluctance stems from a fear that Washing-
ton is preparing for another war in the Gulf.)
When it comes to Iran, a certain amount of continuity between the
old and the new administrations will be crucial. The new team must
avoid the temptation to copy the early Bush administration’s “any-
thing but Clinton” approach to policymaking. Instead of launching a
review, the new administration should build on the Bush adminis-
tration’s recent diplomatic eªorts while seeking to establish stronger
cooperation with Europe.

Washington should then go further by declaring that it is willing to
open direct, unconditional negotiations with Tehran—a step European
o⁄cials have been urging for years.The new administration should also
oªer much stronger incentives, including technology for nuclear power,
security assurances, and full participation in the international economy,
in exchange for Iran’s agreement to scale back its uranium-enrichment
program. Meanwhile, European countries must overcome their
reluctance to impose an escalating set of economic sanctions and
enforcement mechanisms in the event that Tehran remains recalcitrant.

Such a policy would put Iran to the test. That is the only way to
answer the critical question of whether it is possible to achieve a
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diplomatic solution before Iran’s nuclear program reaches the point
of no return. Most analysts agree that the West still has several years of
breathing room.That is su⁄cient time to determine whether diplomacy
can succeed. If diplomacy fails and Washington and its allies must
choose between allowing Iran to obtain nuclear weapons and taking
military action, at least the West will be acting as one.

Likewise, even though the Bush administration’s last-minute push
for peace between the Israelis and the Palestinians may not bear fruit,
the next administration should continue this eªort nonetheless.
Without it, friends and allies of the United States will be frustrated
that Washington is not using its unique leverage over the parties.They
will also (fairly or unfairly) cite the lack of progress on the Israeli-
Palestinian front as a reason to oppose other U.S. policies in the
greater Middle East region.

The new administration’s honeymoon period is likely to be short.
With ongoing wars in Afghanistan and Iraq and the constant threat
of a terrorist attack, there will be little time to make up for lost ground
before the next crisis hits.That is why a new partnership with Europe
should be launched right away. The path to such a partnership is
straightforward, and the benefits would be substantial. Most of the
United States’ leading politicians know that restoring lost respect and
admiration for the United States is crucial, and both parties’ candidates
for president say such an eªort is imperative. That political will must
be translated into a new resolve to compromise with the United States’
European allies. Although there are risks to any diplomatic enterprise
of this kind, the costs of the United States’ failing to win back the
support of its allies would be far greater. Undoing the damage to
the United States wrought by the Iraq war and other Bush adminis-
tration policies is a tall order. Washington may never again achieve
the kind of automatic solidarity with its European allies that it enjoyed
during the Cold War, but progress is possible. And building a new
partnership across the Atlantic is the place to start.∂
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Democratization and Its Discontents

Should America Push 
Political Reform in the Middle East?

Eva Bellin
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ottaway and julia choucair-
vizoso. Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace, 2008, 295 pp. $22.95.

Shortly after 9/11, President George W.
Bush declared that the best hope for
peace and security in the Middle East lay
in the expansion of democracy and free-
dom there. The stroke of a speechwriter’s
pen had collapsed the divide between U.S.
ideals and U.S. interests in the region.
But soon enough, democratization began
to collide with core U.S. interests after all.
U.S. pressure for political reform proved
distracting (and potentially destabilizing)
to regional allies whose assistance was

crucial in the drive to stabilize Iraq and
restart the Israeli-Palestinian peace process.
And when democratic elections were held,
they often delivered outcomes at odds
with Washington’s hopes and intentions.
Hamas’ victory in Palestinian elections, the
onset of political paralysis in Lebanon,
the deepening sectarian divide in Iraq—
all raised significant doubts about the
wisdom of a U.S. strategy built around
promoting democracy.

Is it time to reconsider the democra-
tization agenda in the Arab world? For
many observers, this seems a foregone
conclusion. Promoting democracy from
the outside is a challenging task anywhere.
Democratization is a long and uncertain
process, one prone to stalls and setbacks,
one that is often chaotic and sometimes
violent. In the Middle East, the di⁄culties
are even more daunting: despite the Bush

Eva Bellin is Associate Professor of Political Science at Hunter College and
the Graduate Center of the City University of New York. She is the author of
Stalled Democracy: Capital, Labor, and the Paradox of State-Sponsored Development.
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administration’s claims, nowhere else do
U.S. ideals and U.S. interests seem so
starkly counterposed. 

Two excellent new books—Freedom’s
Unsteady March, by Tamara Cofman
Wittes, and Beyond the Façade, edited
by Marina Ottaway and Julia Choucair-
Vizoso—help negotiate this terrain in
an informed way. Although they vary
significantly in their tone and enthusiasm
for democracy promotion in the Arab
world, their policy recommendations
are surprisingly congruent. Washington
must narrow its eªorts to the protection of
political freedoms (in the hope of building
“people power” on the ground), press
reluctant regimes to include Islamists in
the political process, and make aid and
trade conditional on performance on
these more limited goals. 

INSTRUMENTAL IDEALISM

Freedom’s Unsteady March is billed as a “real-
ist’s guidebook for democracy promotion.”
Wittes does not shrink from acknowledging
the failures of the Bush administration in
this area. But she attributes these failures
to a halfhearted eªort rather than the
inherent unachievability or inadvisability
of the objective. “Interest requires us to
embrace democracy,” she argues unabash-
edly. Historically, the United States has
had three core interests in the Middle East:
preserving the free flow of oil and gas,
securing the movement of maritime tra⁄c
through the Suez Canal, and guaranteeing
the safety of key allies, such as Israel and
Saudi Arabia. (More recently, a fourth
objective has joined the list: gaining assis-
tance in counterterrorism eªorts.) For
much of the post–World War II era, these
interests spelled a devil’s bargain: ally with
reliable autocrats and forgo pressuring

them to pursue democratic reform. Con-
sequently, even when the United States was
enthusiastically embracing the “third wave”
of democratization that swept southern and
eastern Europe, Latin America, and Africa
in the late twentieth century, its endorse-
ment of a democratic agenda in the Middle
East was halfhearted and inconsistent,
marred by a “deep-seated ambivalence.” 

This has remained true even during
the Bush administration, notwithstanding
its soaring rhetoric about the importance
of democracy and freedom. Wittes oªers
a trenchant analysis of the Bush adminis-
tration’s policies. Democracy promotion
was too “small bore,” focusing on financial
support and technical assistance to civil-
society associations, political parties, and
legislative institutions and ignoring the
fact that absent true freedom (to speak,
to organize) in society, these technical
improvements would do little to reap-
portion political power or force popular
accountability. In addition, many in the
Bush administration were persuaded
that the first priority of the United States
should be the promotion of economic
development and economic reform “in the
hope . . . that democratization [would] follow
as a natural consequence of economic free-
dom.” An “economics first” approach was
doomed to failure: economic irrationality
was an essential part of the political survival
strategy of many regimes in the region, and
political interests in the economic status quo
made economic reform as challenging as
outright political reform. 

The administration also made the mis-
take of focusing much of its democratizing
energy on places where governance was
severely challenged (Iraq, Lebanon, and
Palestine). The promotion of democracy
in weak states (or nonstates) was bound to
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fail. Where government institutions cannot
deliver basic security or welfare to society,
people tend to fall back on kith and kin to
secure these basic needs. In this primor-
dially charged context, the introduction of
democratic elections often serves to rein-
force sectarian and ethnic cleavages and
undermine social peace—not a promising
environment for democracy’s success.

To do better, Wittes argues, Washington
must make a more concerted eªort and
develop the backbone to confront recalci-
trant autocrats (even those who are U.S.
allies). As a prior condition to both, how-
ever, the United States must overcome its
ambivalence about the entire democrati-
zation enterprise. Americans, as Wittes sees
it, must recognize that whatever the flaws
in his administration’s approach, Bush was
right when he argued that U.S. interests
and U.S. ideals are not in conflict when
it comes to democracy promotion in the
Arab world.

Wittes’ argument rests on three legs.
First, she argues, the region’s long-term
stability can be guaranteed only by democ-
ratization. Political crisis looms on the
horizon. A growing number of Arab states
are on the brink of failure, facing the triple
threat of population explosion, economic
stagnation, and political alienation. The
three pillars of regime durability in the
region—rent, repression, and (nationalist)
rhetoric, “the three r’s”—are less available
and less eªective than they once were.
The end of the Cold War has shrunk the
number of sources of foreign aid, and oil
prices, no matter how high, cannot keep
pace with population growth. In addition,
the rise of new technology (the Internet,
cell phones, satellite tv) has made regime
behavior far more visible to the public, both
domestically and internationally, raising

the costs of repression. And the old nation-
alist rhetoric, which used to buy autocratic
regimes some legitimacy, fails to resonate
with a younger generation born after
the end of formal colonialism and the
nationalist struggles for independence.
The mismatch between the challenges
and the coping strategies means “the
political status quo is beginning to crum-
ble.” Political change is inevitable, and
the United States has an interest, Wittes
argues, in “put[ting its] thumb firmly on
the scale on the side of Arab democracy”
to make sure that change is “managed
toward a progressive end.” 

Second, democratization is the only way
to prevent the empowerment of radical
Islamists. Authoritarianism gives Islamist
movements an advantage, because when
political freedom and organization are
constrained, the mosque becomes one of
the few viable arenas for collective activism.
Opening up the political system and ex-
panding political freedoms would “level
the playing field” in the Arab world and
increase “the ability of Arab societies to
debate, test, and, it is hoped, reject the
claims of the radical Islamist movement.”

Third, Wittes disputes the notion that
democracy promotion will compromise
the United States’ ability to secure coop-
eration from allies, since cooperation is
“forged on mutual interest.” Working to-
gether on such issues as counterterrorism,
advancing the peace process, and contain-
ing instability in Iraq and in Gaza is as
much in the strategic interests of Egypt,
Jordan, and Saudi Arabia as it is in the
interest of the United States. Washington
can push its autocratic allies harder on the
issue of political reform without worrying
that this will cause them to abandon the
United States in its pursuit of other goals.

13_Bellin_112-119.qxd  5/14/08  8:04 AM  Page 114

Return to Table of Contents



foreign affairs . July /August 2008 [ 1 1 5]

Democratization and Its Discontents

INEVITABLE INCONSISTENCY

All of this adds up to an impassioned,
well-reasoned, and highly readable case
for U.S. democracy promotion in the Arab
world. Wittes has mustered some of the
strongest evidence possible for this stand.
Still, the argument does not quite square
ideals and interests—and it falls short as
a result.

The case for squaring democracy pro-
motion with strategic interests turns on
the proximity of regime breakdown in the
Arab world and the utility of democratic
reform for guiding the region into safer
terrain. Wittes is unpersuasive on these
points. First, she overstates the threat of
regime breakdown. She is quite right to
emphasize the challenges posed by eco-
nomic stagnation and population growth.
Deep pockets of popular grievance have
developed in the Arab world, and they
ought not to be discounted. But the con-
clusion that mounting discontent spells
regime breakdown seems profoundly
apolitical. As students of revolution know
well, popular grievance is a near constant
in human history, whereas successful
regime overthrow is rare. The latter re-
quires an eªective capacity for collective
action on the part of the aggrieved and
political opportunity (particularly in the
form of a dysfunctional coercive apparatus)
on the part of the state, neither of which
exists in most Arab countries. Arab regimes
have been quite successful in thwarting
collective organization through repression,
co-optation, and fragmentation. And the
coercive apparatus remains largely intact
in most places in the Middle East. So why
believe regime breakdown is inevitable?
Analysts have been warning about the
“yawning gap” between aspiration and

opportunity in the region for decades—
during the 1980s, many Middle Eastern
countries were even more economically
strapped than they are today—and yet
nearly every regime in the Middle East
has survived.

Wittes also overstates the challenges
Arab regimes face. True, greater public
scrutiny (made possible by new technology)
raises the costs of repression. But are the
costs of repression really so high as to out-
weigh the desire for survival? Does anyone
doubt that when push comes to shove,
these regimes will repress their enemies?
Did close public scrutiny prevent the
Egyptian government from imprisoning
the opposition presidential candidate
Ayman Nour? As for rents, it is true that
their availability from some sources has
declined (or at least not kept pace with
population growth), but those that are
available are still generally su⁄cient to sus-
tain the coercive apparatuses of autocratic
regimes. The bottom line is that regime
elites in the Arab world continue to have
a deep vested interest in regime endurance,
and they generally command su⁄cient
coercive capacity to hold on to power.

The idea that democracy is the best
way to manage collapsing states also seems
odd. Even if states in the region were on
the verge of failing, would democracy pro-
motion be the best recourse? Wittes’ own
insightful observation is that failed states
do not constitute propitious environments
for democratic experiments. People’s first
priority is to secure basic safety and welfare.
Embarking on democratic experiments in
the context of deep social division and
insecurity is a recipe for disaster.

Similarly, Wittes may be overly opti-
mistic about how democracy promotion
can advance the fight against Islamic
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radicalism. It is true that the exposure of
the Islamist platforms and parties to open
debate and political competition would
be an eªective way to challenge the hold
of radicals. The question is whether a
rapid transition to democracy is the surest
route to achieve this end. Immediate
democratization may actually privilege
Islamists, since they are generally the only
group with eªective mass movements.
Fear of this outcome provides the primary
rationale for gradual liberalization rather
than rapid democratization in the Arab
world, an approach that Wittes rejects.
This is why (or at least the cover story
for why) the Jordanian regime has gerry-
mandered districts and rigged election laws
to limit (but not eliminate) Islamist rep-
resentation in parliament. This is why (or
at least the cover story for why) Egypt has
amended its party law to forbid religiously
inspired parties. The logic of Wittes’ ar-
gument seems a more fitting defense for
limited liberalization than for immediate,
full-fledged democracy promotion.

Finally, Wittes argues that the United
States’ strategic interests are su⁄ciently
shared by its key allies in the region
that Washington need not fear losing
their cooperation. But although King
Abdullah may share Washington’s in-
terest in the peace process or the Saudi
royal family may share its interest in
counterterrorism, this is not the same
as saying that Jordan or Saudi Arabia
necessarily do. These shared interests are
regime-specific; should allied regimes
fall, there is no guarantee that their re-
placements would share the same objec-
tives. (An Islamist or a Palestinian-led
regime in Jordan might, for example, be
less supportive of the Israeli-Palestinian
status quo.)

In short, the ideal of democracy promo-
tion will, at times, conflict with the United
States’ core interests. Some inconsistency
and halfheartedness is thus an inevitable
part of democracy promotion. Recognition
of this fact ought to recommend retreat to
a more modest agenda than that suggested
by the Bush administration’s rhetoric.
And in fact, Wittes herself evidences such
pragmatic “realism” in the concrete policy
recommendations she makes. Despite its
impassioned defense of democracy pro-
motion, Freedom’s Unsteady March outlines
policies that largely echo those put forth
by the much more skeptical analysts in the
Ottaway and Choucair-Vizoso volume.

THE LIMITS OF REFORM

After Wittes’ manifesto, the sober account
put forth by Ottaway, Choucair-Vizoso,
and their contributors in Beyond the Façade
feels like a splash of a cold water. This
superb collection traces the empirical
reality of political reform in the Arab
world, recounting the experience of ten
countries in a coherent, concise, and
consistently insightful fashion. Overall,
the authors find no evidence of a genuine
political paradigm shift occurring in the
region. They see no substantive redistri-
bution of power, no creation of eªective
checks and balances at the institutional
level to limit executive power, no reforms
su⁄cient to make political leadership
truly accountable to the popular will. At
most, they find cosmetic reform: some
liberalization, some introduction of com-
petitive elections. But such initiatives
are hobbled in ways that are preventing
a tangible shift in the balance of power.
Reform in the Arab world has largely
given rise to “façade democracy” rather
than true democracy. 
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What accounts for the limited progress
of political reform? The problem lies, first
and foremost, in the provenance of the
reform initiative. For the most part, reform
in the Arab world has been launched
from above, by regime incumbents, urged
on by outsiders “who want to promote
democratization without risking destabi-
lization.” Consequently, the reform process
has prioritized incumbent survival rather
than genuine political opening. The in-
ability of domestic forces to build mass
organizations has prevented them from
advancing a more radical political agenda.
And without substantial pressure from
below, regime elites are unlikely to relin-
quish power voluntarily.

These elites employ many diªerent
strategies to protect their position. Rec-
ognizing the potential challenge that
organized social forces might pose, they
use every resource imaginable—legal,
financial, ideological, repressive—to
disorganize society and co-opt, fragment,
and control collective action of any sort.
Political parties are subject to onerous
constraints (if they are permitted at all);
associations are obliged to obtain govern-
ment licenses (often denied); subsidies
are spread around to duplicate ngos and
shape their agendas; and when all else
fails, troublesome activists are harassed
or arrested. 

Regime elites also embrace the tools
of institutional engineering to undermine
checks on executive power. It is not un-
common in the Arab world for the chief
executive to be constitutionally empowered
to dismiss parliament at will, legislate by
executive decree, form governments with-
out taking into account parliamentary
results, appoint and dismiss members of
the judiciary, and bypass the judiciary alto-
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gether through the creation of executive-
controlled “security courts.”

Finally, should elites find that even their
limited reforms are too threatening,
they can simply reverse course. In Egypt,
the unprecedentedly strong showing by the
opposition in the parliamentary elections
of 2005 so frightened the regime that it
postponed the next scheduled elections for
two years and then forced through a set
of constitutional amendments that aimed
to exclude the Muslim Brotherhood from
future political activity altogether. In
Jordan, when the initiation of free, fair,
and competitive elections resulted in
significant Islamist victories in 1993, the
regime simply rewrote the election law,
adopting a new system more likely to favor
tribal (as opposed to Islamist) success. 

This analysis of reversals and constraints
is not meant to imply that there has been
no progress in the region. The political
situation in the Arab world today, at least
in some countries, is quite diªerent from
what it was 20 years ago. In Kuwait,
women now enjoy the right to vote and
run for o⁄ce; a competitive, pluralistic
political scene prevails; and the opposition
is su⁄ciently emboldened that it was able
to push through the restructuring of the
electoral system. In Morocco, the human
rights situation has improved, a more
progressive personal-status law has been
enacted, and an opposition party has led
the government. In Jordan, political parties
are now legal, parliamentary elections have
become more regular, and media freedom
has increased. These are significant gains.
But limited liberalization does not mean
democracy. And the authors of this col-
lection are largely pessimistic about the
ability of these liberalizing initiatives to
develop into democracy. None of these

reforms has targeted the distribution of
power in a serious way, and the constraints
imposed on society and institutions fore-
stall a true shift in political control. 

Can outsiders do anything about this?
In contrast to Wittes, the authors in Beyond
the Façade are restrained. A number of
them emphasize the limitations of U.S.
economic leverage with some Arab
countries awash in oil and gas (Algeria,
Saudi Arabia) and with others that have
limited trade and aid relations with the
United States (Syria). Others emphasize
the United States’ conflicting objectives
in the region and unlikeliness to follow
through on democratization consistently.
The broader concern is that foreign en-
thusiasm may outpace local enthusiasm—
a clear recipe for failure.

Given these reservations, the volume
includes four basic policy recommenda-
tions. First, foreign powers should focus
on protecting political freedoms. The
primary objective of this initiative should
be to build “people power” on the ground.
It is impossible to advance democracy
without developing domestic social forces
committed to this agenda and capable of
mobilizing local political weight behind
it. Consequently, the most important
contribution an outside power can make
is to foster the conditions, and especially
the civil liberties, that will enable people
to find their own footing, their own speech,
and their own associations. Second, Is-
lamists must be included in the political
process. Outsiders must recognize that
the Islamists constitute the main (and
sometimes the only) mass movement in
many of these countries. They are here
to stay, and no project aimed at mass
empowerment can legitimately exclude
them. Political inclusion (albeit on certain
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terms) is necessary to create incentives
for compromise and dialogue with more
secular forces in Arab society. Third,
Washington must be prepared to con-
front its allies on these issues and make
aid, trade, and security agreements con-
ditional on performance on these goals.
And fourth, the United States must take
the long view and scale down its ambitions.
Democratization will not happen over-
night, and overreaching will mean
hypocrisy and failure.

Surprisingly, for all her diªerences in
tone, Wittes makes many of the same
recommendations. She, too, argues for
freedoms first, Islamist inclusion, and
building conditionality into aid and trade.
She, too, cautions the United States to
make sure that “external pressure never
outstrips internal demand.” She points
to the cases of Chile, the Philippines, and
South Korea as evidence that “a credible,
grassroots, domestic democracy movement”
has always been central to the success of
U.S. interventions on behalf of democracy.
And like the authors of Beyond the Façade,
she argues against unilateralism in democ-
racy promotion. The surest way to ensure
commitment and follow-through on
the part of Arab elites is to anchor these
democratizing initiatives in international,
rather than bilateral, relationships, link-
ing them to multilateral agreements or
international organizations.

TAMED AMBITION

The bottom line is that U.S. strategic
interests do not require democracy pro-
motion in the Arab world, at least not
unambiguously and certainly not in the
short run. Rapid democratization carries
with it the danger of tipping deeply divided
countries into sectarian civil war, fueling

radicalism rather than moderation, and
empowering forces that are deeply anti-
American. But this is not equally true in
every country; in many cases, a process
of political opening, properly calibrated,
would enhance stability and advance the
process of moderation.

Of course, strategic interests are not
the only factor informing U.S. foreign
policy. Concern for human rights and
basic freedoms gets a vote as well. How
to reconcile all this? If nothing else, the
work of these authors suggests that de-
mocratization is a messy process, that no
great power can aªord to pursue it with
utter consistency, and that there are serious
limits to the role that outsiders can play
in coaxing democratization along. Since
outsiders have neither the interest nor the
endurance to see this protracted, nonlinear
process through to its end, democratization
must be the work of forces on the ground
who daily make their own calculations
of the costs and benefits of mobilizing
collective power and challenging the status
quo. The best that outsiders can do is
cheer from the sidelines, pressure allied
regimes to make space for these local
forces, and provide material and technical
assistance where possible.

Furthermore, they must do all this
without the slightest hope of cashing 
in any political returns in the near term,
certainly not within the timeframe of an
election cycle. The work must be under-
taken on faith. Recognizing the temporal,
material, and political constraints that
work against the achievement of democ-
racy should lead to, at the very least, a
deflation of ambition and rhetoric in
its pursuit.∂
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Shortsighted Statecraft

Washington’s Muddled Middle East Policy

Daniel C. Kurtzer

A Choice of Enemies: America Confronts
the Middle East. by lawrence
freedman. PublicAªairs, 2008, 
569 pp. $29.95.

There is a feature of my seminars on U.S.
Middle East policy at Princeton that I
call “déjà vu all over again”—with apologies
to Yogi Berra. I ask students to assess the
bungled eªorts and missed opportunities
of generations of U.S. diplomats and
seek in them lessons for the future. They
examine the hubris that drove the U.S.
government to engineer the 1953 overthrow
of Mohammad Mosaddeq’s democratically
elected government in Iran. This traumatic
episode was conveniently forgotten by 1979,
when National Security Adviser Zbigniew
Brzezinski encouraged Mohammad Reza

Shah Pahlavi to use force against the
opposition, ignoring the warnings of
U.S. diplomats on the ground in Iran that
the shah’s reign was doomed. Similarly,
the United States forgot the lesson of the
limited and United Nations–approved
1991 war in response to Iraq’s aggression in
Kuwait when it launched an ideologically
inspired invasion of Iraq in 2003. Likewise,
in 2006, Washington seemed to have for-
gotten the fiasco that followed Israel’s 1982
invasion of Lebanon. Rather than learn
from the past, Washington backed Israel’s
ill-advised attempt to deliver a knockout
blow against another Lebanese foe, this time
Hezbollah. My students and I conclude—
only half-jokingly—that U.S. policymakers
ought to take the class before taking o⁄ce. 

Daniel C. Kurtzer, S. Daniel Abraham Visiting Professor of Middle East
Policy Studies at Princeton University’s Woodrow Wilson School of Public
and International Aªairs, served as U.S. Ambassador to Egypt from 1997 to
2001 and U.S. Ambassador to Israel from 2001 to 2005. He is the author, with
Scott Lasensky, of Negotiating Arab-Israeli Peace: American Leadership in the
Middle East.
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They should also read Lawrence
Freedman’s provocative new book, A Choice
of Enemies, a sweeping overview of the
United States’ responses to foreign policy
crises in the Middle East over the past
30 years. The book poses a crucial question:
Has the United States’ Middle East policy
consistently failed since World War II,
or have the region’s problems become so
entrenched that they are impervious to
change? Freedman, a professor at King’s
College London, is best known for his
writings on war and is an admitted novice
when it comes to the Middle East. Never-
theless, he has assembled an impressive
array of sources and presents them well
in A Choice of Enemies.

Taking the dramatic events of 1979 and
the early 1980s—the Iranian Revolution, the
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, the Camp
David peace accords, Israel’s invasion of
Lebanon, and the rise of Hezbollah—as
his starting point, Freedman argues that
a sea change occurred in the politics of
the region, from secular Arab nationalism
to Islamist-based politics. The United
States, Freedman contends, failed to
adjust: its policies were haphazard and
self-contradictory, its o⁄cials spent more
time arguing with one another than trying
to understand what was happening in
the region, and it chose enemies based
on a shortsighted appreciation of what
its own interests were.

Freedman is not optimistic when it
comes to resolving the region’s vexing
foreign policy dilemmas. Toward the end
of his book, he argues that the Middle
East’s problems cannot be solved and
“must be managed or endured” instead.
But coming after hundreds of pages about
pain and suªering in the region and so
many poor—but easily avoidable—U.S.

policy choices, this conclusion is somehow
comforting. Freedman seems to be assuring
policymakers that these problems are not of
their own making, thus absolving them
of the responsibility to fix them. His
temptation to give up is understandable
to those who have studied or worked on
the Middle East at any time during the
past six decades. Nevertheless, Freedman’s
conclusion is odd given that the earlier
chapters of his book make a compelling
case that the United States’ missteps in
the Middle East have stemmed from
ideological obstinacy, a failure to under-
stand history, and often plain obtuseness.
If such blunders lie at the root of the
United States’ policy failures in the region,
why does Freedman argue for throwing in
the towel rather than repairing the policy
process by recruiting experts, pragmatists,
and those who have learned the lessons
of the past—and entrusting them with
fixing the Middle East?

BEFORE THE THAW

Freedman recognizes the degree to which
Cold War competition and a commitment
to containing communism motivated
U.S. policy and actions in the Middle
East for decades. The Cold War rivalry
between the United States and the Soviet
Union was so encompassing that it over-
shadowed and dominated the dramas of
regional politics throughout the world.
After World War II, the United States
flirted with the idea of supporting decolo-
nization and, for a short while, saw Gamal
Abdel Nasser’s revolution in Egypt as an
opportunity to organize secular Arab pol-
itics in the postcolonial era and keep the
region out of the Soviet sphere of influence.
But this was a short-lived romance, and
the hard realities of containment quickly
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discredited the idea that nation-states could
remain nonaligned in an era of superpower
competition. Washington saw Nasser’s
insistence on driving the British out of
their base at Suez after 1952 and establishing
Egyptian control over the Suez Canal not
just as the logical consequence of decolo-
nization but also as a dangerous opening
for the spread of Soviet influence in the
Middle East.

Nasser’s revolution led to economic
and social upheaval that had essentially
bankrupted Egypt by the early 1970s.
Nasser attempted to destabilize and over-
throw conservative regimes, such as the
Jordanian monarchy. His government
went so far as to align many aspects of
Egypt’s foreign policy with that of the
Soviet Union—a price it was willing to
pay in exchange for the massive amounts
of Soviet aid that helped finance the Aswan
High Dam and the arsenal Nasser needed
to pursue his military adventures in Yemen.
But the Soviets did not get much out of
the alliance. Indeed, both superpowers
should have learned early in the Cold
War that their competition for regional
allies yielded only meager payoªs.

Freedman, whose focus is on the past
three decades, does not spend much time
on this earlier period or on the crucial
turning point of the Six-Day War. Histo-
rians have long debated whether there was
a chance for peace after the war or whether
the September 1967 Arab summit in
Khartoum—during which the Arab states
refused to recognize Israel or negotiate
peace with it—pushed the conflict onto
the path it has followed ever since. After
June 1967, Israeli policy shifted from a
politics of necessity—securing its borders,
integrating immigrants, and gaining inter-
national legitimacy—to a politics of

choice. As a result, internal debates in
Israel since the 1980s have focused not on
the country’s survival but on the future
of the territories the Israeli army occupies
and the people it rules over. Freedman
does not enter this discussion, and so his
rehashing of U.S. involvement in the Arab-
Israeli peace process after 1979, although
adequate, breaks no new ground.

THE UNFORESEEN TSUNAMI

Freedman’s strong suit is his focus on
what he calls “the second radical wave” of
Islamist politics, which emerged during
the 1979 Iranian Revolution and displaced
Nasser’s secular Arab nationalism as the
dominant political force in the region.
Interestingly, both Islamism and Nasserism
shared three important traits: vehement
anticolonialism, a deep animosity toward
Zionism, and ideological origins in Egypt.
It is how they diverged, however, that has
made all the diªerence. Political Islam
represents far more than a way of ordering
politics; it demands a fundamental reorien-
tation of the organization and governance
of all societies in which Muslims live. 

The United States has had numerous
interactions with Islamist actors. Not all
of these experiences have begun badly, but
all have ended badly. In the case of Iran,
the fallout continues to pollute relations
with Washington to this day. The United
States did not much concern itself with
the ayatollahs during the 1953 coup; in
fact, the ayatollahs largely supported the
U.S. eªort to remove Mosaddeq from
power. After that, however, Iran’s Islamic
clergy became increasingly radicalized,
notably after the shah expelled Ayatollah
Ruhollah Khomeini from Iran in 1964.
Still, U.S. policymakers failed to take this
development seriously. As late as 1978,
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cables from the U.S. embassy in Tehran
needed to identify Khomeini for readers
in Washington, who were unfamiliar with
him or his standing among the growing
Iranian opposition. 

Freedman makes much of U.S. policy-
makers’ lack of historical understanding,
as well as the bureaucratic infighting that
resulted in a near-total breakdown in dia-
logue and policy coordination between
the State Department and the National
Security Council in the run-up to the shah’s
departure. He also provides refreshing
reminders, here and throughout the book,
about the competing priorities of Wash-
ington decision-makers. In 1978 and 1979,
as the shah was weakening and his regime
was collapsing, President Jimmy Carter
was mostly preoccupied with the Israeli-
Egyptian peace process. Referring to this
and other episodes, Freedman points out
that historians have the luxury of sorting
out events neatly into separate chapters,
but policymakers do not. Caught in the
swirl of events and committed to the pre-
conception that the Iranian regime was
stable and capable of weathering the storm,
they opted to maintain the status quo
rather than abandon the shah or reach out
to the opposition.

Three other “second wave” Islamist
upheavals followed closely on the heels of
the Iranian Revolution: the mujahideen’s
anti-Soviet war in Afghanistan, the emer-
gence of Hezbollah in Lebanon, and the
rise of Hamas in Gaza. In all three cases,
U.S. policymakers overlooked or under-
estimated the Islamist threat, or were
too busy with other matters to give it the
attention it deserved. In Freedman’s eyes,
Washington’s reactions to these develop-
ments represent crucial moments in U.S.
policy in the region. Freedman shows in

great detail how the United States’ re-
sponses were haphazard, driven by short-
term thinking, and prone to the same push
and pull of bureaucratic infighting that
had a¤icted Washington’s responses to
earlier, non-Islamist threats during the
Nasser era. 

By the 1990s, U.S. policymakers finally
did recognize the threat of Islamism, but
they treated it largely as a terrorism problem
and failed to see the deeper significance:
that radical Islam was replacing secular
nationalism as the most powerful political
ideology in the region. On this point,
Freedman’s analysis is not as biting as might
have been expected, especially given the
setbacks suªered by the United States in
recent years. U.S. support for the Afghan
mujahideen blew back in a storm of terror-
ist strikes against the United States starting
in the 1990s and culminating in the 9/11
attacks. Freedman should have had more to
say about the Clinton administration’s fail-
ure to understand the depth and the danger
of the threat and its hesitant and tepid
responses to the first terrorist attacks.

FRIENDS AND FOES

Freedman has provided an expansive yet
tightly written overview of a complex
topic and made good sense of it. A Choice
of Enemies will likely become required
reading in university courses on U.S. policy
in the modern Middle East. The book
will also serve the policy community well
by making sense of a region that has in
the past defied the best eªorts of so many
busy and conflicted decision-makers.

But Freedman leaves several overarching
questions unanswered: Are the Middle
East’s problems—poverty, a resistance
to globalization, terrorism, violence—
endemic, or can an outside power such as
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the United States stimulate the kinds of
positive reforms that could lead to political
freedom, democratic governance, and
economic equality? Will territorial and
political compromise yield a two-state
solution in Israel and Palestine, or has
the conflict become a religion-based
existential fight to the death? Should the
president of the United States continue
to personally invest valuable time and
power in trying to resolve this conflict,
or should Washington remain content
with basic conflict management? And most
fundamental, has Freedman’s “second rad-
ical wave” so completely engulfed Middle
Eastern politics that it is only a matter of
time before it sweeps the remaining secular
regimes away? 

The current U.S. administration
clearly lacks the energy, interest, and
vision to confront these questions. As a
result, the next president will face fun-
damental decisions in the Middle East—
whom to choose as enemies and whom
as friends—almost immediately on tak-
ing o⁄ce. The diªerences between the
remaining presidential candidates on
whether Washington should engage
Tehran without preconditions—and the
larger question of the role of diplomacy
in projecting national power—make
the issues raised by Freedman even
more meaningful. “Choosing enemies,”
Freedman writes, “is an art and not a
science, and one that usually takes place
in confusing and ambiguous circum-
stances.” The problem is that the next
president will not be able to hide behind
the excuses Freedman oªers for the United
States’ past policy failures.

If U.S. policymakers read Freedman’s
book and agree with his conclusion that
the Middle East’s problems cannot be

solved, the United States is in trouble. The
Israeli-Palestinian impasse, the sectar-
ian conflict in Iraq, and the prospect of
a nuclear Iran are serious problems that
must be addressed; they cannot simply
be “managed or endured.” 

The alternative is to learn from the past:
instead of seeing the Middle East through
an ideological lens, the next administration
must rely on agile and nuanced diplomacy
and engagement based on hardheaded
U.S. interests. Washington can accept the
region for what it is and still work tirelessly
in an attempt to craft lasting solutions to
seemingly intractable problems. 

Strong U.S. leadership in the Arab-
Israeli peace process can make a diªerence.
A coherent strategy in Iraq can be formu-
lated so as to disengage and withdraw U.S.
forces, instead of pursuing the illusion of
a “victory” that remains undefined after
more than five years of war. And although
engagement with Iran will not instantly
end Tehran’s nuclear ambitions and
ongoing support of terrorism, it is surely
preferable to waiting until military action
becomes the only option available. Smart,
sustained diplomatic engagement may
make the challenge of choosing enemies—
and bolstering ties with friends—much
easier for the next president.∂
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Sponsored Section 1

N
ot so very long ago, Barbados’ political leaders 
had a revelation, a true Eureka moment. Human 
resources, traditionally the country’s most 
valued asset, could be enhanced in an exciting 

new approach to promoting the island. Minister of Tourism 
Richard Sealy explains how rather than having a handful 
of individuals run the entire campaign strategy, Barbados 
could tap into a vast human resource pool to promote the 
Caribbean island nation. The basic idea consisted of taking 
a page from the success formulas of social networking 
sites such as Facebook and Myspace, and applying it to 
real life by engaging the extensive Barbadian diaspora. By 
serving as personal ambassadors for their home country, 
Barbadians abroad are in an ideal position to pass the word 
about the beauty and attractiveness of Barbados within 
their own communities. “There are more Barbadians living 
outside of Barbados than here and many of them reside in 
the very countries from where we want to achieve better 
tourist arrivals,” says Sealy, referring to target markets on 
the East Coast of the U.S., in Canada, and throughout the 
British Isles. “We want to leverage that resource much 
better. Tourism must be seen as being part and parcel of 
the whole national life and the national wellbeing. We are 
serious about community tourism and want to see these 
examples become the rule and not the exception.”

Travel and tourism in Barbados generated almost $2 
billion in revenue in 2007, having grown 4 percent despite 
rising fuel and airline costs. This is mostly due to the 
fact that Barbados attracts high-end clientele, a popular 
destination for the rich and famous. Nevertheless, tourism 
provides employment, directly and indirectly, for 66,000 
people, almost 50 percent of the country’s population. 
Making sure everybody benefits from this prime source 
of income is now the focal point of Prime Minister David 
Thompson’s new government. “The new Barbados,” 
clarifies Sealy, “will see exactly what we are saying right 
now; that we are making tourism everyone’s business. 
I think that for too long, in spite of the tremendous 

contribution that it makes to the economy at the macro 
level, there is a view, and with some justification, that the 
distribution has not been as wide as it should be. Tourism 
is no longer an industry; it is an entire sector, the largest 
in terms of foreign exchange earnings. We want to see 
greater involvement by all Barbadians at the level of 
ownership of much of the tourism product, at the level 
of management of various entities and of course at the 
level of marketing.”

Some may say that the timing for such a bold 
approach may not be right, seeing the Caribbean as 
fierce with competition in a market that is already under 
strain from a possible recession in the United States. But 
Sealy is not worried about the economic downturn in the 
U.S., nor the weakening dollar; just under 40 percent of 
Barbados’ tourists come from the U.K. and have proven 
to be the biggest spenders among all visitors, accounting 
for 55 percent of all tourism-related revenue. In addition, 
the Barbados Tourism Authority (BTA) applies innovative 
marketing strategies, much like engaging the diaspora, 
which result in high levels of brand loyalty, even from the 
States. In the meantime there is still room for waking up 
other markets such as continental Europe and Asia to the 
Barbadian potential. “Our marketing budget is modest when 
compared to what some of our competitors are spending,” 
highlights Tourism Minister Sealy, “but we are being very 
careful and crafty, almost, in how we deploy these resources 
to make sure we get the maximum impact.”

Many visitors equate Barbados with the word 
paradise. For Sealy, this welcome association is not limited 
to tourism, but can be equally applied to the country’s 
financial services and investment climate. “Whatever you 
are looking to do, whatever the nature of your activity, you 
must think quality, you must think of a very high standard 
of living. We have one of the highest human development 
indexes in the world. It is a place that is safe and secure 
and a place that you can be comfortable, whether you are 
coming for leisure or for business or for both.”  

Barbados
A New Approach to Excellence
Sweeping into victory in last January’s elections, David Thompson’s Democratic Labor Party (DLP) won 20 of the 30 
Parliamentary seats indicating a clear vote for change by the Barbados people. Nevertheless, the makeover is not drastic 
for those interested in doing business in Barbados. Prime Minister Thompson underlined a pro-growth strategy during one 
of his first speeches to the private sector, saying: “This mandate will involve assisting in the attraction of new investment, 
creating a more business friendly environment, finding global export markets for our services and building a distinctive 
‘Business Barbados’ brand.”

Making Tourism Everybody’s Business
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T
here are plenty of opportunities for the discerning 
investor who wants to be associated with a 
quality destination. One of the most recent is 
the government’s call for an expansion and 

improvement of the island’s marina infrastructure. As 
the first landfall from the Atlantic Ocean, Barbados is an 
obvious location to capture the luxury yacht segment, 
and the government is accepting proposals for a top-
level marina to be initiated before the end of the year. 
There is also still an open market for globally recognized 
hospitality groups to establish luxury hotels and resorts 
in Barbados. Currently, the Hilton is the only brand of its 
kind to have a presence in the country.

“When investors set up businesses here they rely on a 
cadre of well trained professionals,” explains Central Bank 
of Barbados Governor Dr. Marion Williams, adding that this 
highly skilled excellence equally extends into the area of 
accounting, finance, and wealth management. “They get 
high quality service and you really cannot say that they 
were in any way disadvantaged compared with the services 
they would have received in London or New York.”

In order to maximize these assets and stay ahead of 
the competition, a tourism master plan is being developed 
by the Barbados Tourism Authority. At the same time, a 
special tourism investment unit has been set up within 
the Barbados Tourism Investment Inc (BTI). Together 
they will generate much of the required restructuring 
and rejuvenation of the island’s tourism industry. “We 
walk foreign investors through the process,” says BTI’s 
CEO Charles Holder, “and from our end interface with 
our local regulatory agencies to ensure that the best 
possible attention is given to their need for information 
or for communication.” BTI will shift its focus and work 
exclusively on attracting and facilitating business for 
tourism investors, while creating joint ventures with the 
local and international private sector.

Chay Davis, Corporate Communications Consultant 
at the Barbados Tourism Authority points out that the 

New Barbados policy should be understood within 
a wider context of a vision where Barbados owns the 
space in which its brand of tourism operates. “The BTA 
will continue to pursue a targeted, proactive marketing 
approach where all markets are segmented,” says 
Davis. These segments include the nation’s hosting of 
international sporting and cultural events, such as last 
year’s Cricket World Cup. 

Such initiatives offer both long-term and short-stay 
visitors an increased value to their already unique 
vacation. In addition to the yachting sector, there is also 
still a margin of expansion in the services Barbados can 
offer to cruise ships and their patrons. “The stabilization 
of the cruise sector to guarantee a minimum 600,000 
passengers annually is a priority, as is the development 
of new visitor markets in Asia and Europe,” says 
Davis. “Assisting in the growth of the industry is the 
homeporting of several lines, including Princess Cruises 
and Ocean Village Cruises.”

People are Barbados’ highest priority, whether they 
are citizens or visitors. This commitment has inspired 
many investors to do business in Barbados and positively 
impact the country’s development. Tourism Minister Sealy 
appreciates this partnership, and stresses that continued 
collaboration is the key to maintaining the country’s high 
standards, especially in the hospitality sector: “We need to 
attract people interested in tourism investment; we need 
to look for partners critical to our long-term survival.” 

New Opportunities On Board
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Review Essay

Present at the Re-Creation

A Neoconservative Moves On

Andrew J. Bacevich

a⁄rmation of neoconservative ideals and
aspirations. Yet in this latest rumination
on international politics, Kagan largely
eschews neoconservative theology and
instead sounds themes reminiscent of the
great American realists Hans Morgenthau
and Reinhold Niebuhr. Kagan once pro-
fessed to believe that “there is something
about realism that runs directly counter to
the fundamental principles of American
society.” But now he deploys realist prin-
ciples to explain the world. 

Or at least most of the world. Amid
the great outpouring of recent books on
U.S. foreign policy, The Return of History
stands out in one particular respect: it all
but ignores the ongoing debacle that is the
war in Iraq, a war that neoconservatives
such as Kagan so passionately supported in
2003. To be fair, neoconservatives did not
concoct the war; it was George W. Bush

The Return of History and the End of
Dreams. by robert kagan. Knopf,
2008, 128 pp. $19.95.

If a neoconservative is a liberal who has
been mugged by reality, as Irving Kristol
once said, what is a neoconservative who
gets mugged yet again? A realist. 

So, at least, one might conclude from
reading Robert Kagan’s The Return of
History and the End of Dreams. Over the
past two decades, Kagan has emerged as
the neoconservative movement’s chief
foreign policy theorist. The author of nu-
merous opinion pieces and a signatory of
manifestoes of the neoconservative organi-
zation the Project for the New American
Century, he has also written serious books.
Notable among them is the 2006 Dangerous
Nation, the first volume of an ambitious
two-part project that recasts the entire
history of American statecraft as an

Andrew J. Bacevich is Professor of History and International Relations at
Boston University and the author of the forthcoming The Limits of Power: The
End of American Exceptionalism.
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who chose to invade Iraq, and the chief
responsibility for all that has ensued
since is his. Yet Kagan was among those
lobbying for the war, chiding as “nervous
nellies” those people who had the temerity
to suggest that overthrowing Saddam
Hussein might prove unwise. Now, instead
of reflecting, forthrightly and with humility,
on all that has gone awry since March 2003,
the chief foreign policy theorist of the
neoconservative movement has chosen to
put the war in his rearview mirror. While
American soldiers remain stuck in Iraq,
Kagan is moving on to other things. 

DREAMERS

Kagan moves on by looking into the past,
primarily concerning himself with what
came before Iraq. And he primarily con-
cerns himself with ideas, taking his cue
from Kristol, the founding father of neo-
conservatism, who once observed, “What
rules the world is ideas, because ideas define
the way reality is perceived.” During the
decade between the end of the Cold War

and the attacks of September 11, 2001,
commentators eager to chart the future
course of U.S. foreign policy produced
a plethora of such ideas—or “dreams,”
according to the title of Kagan’s book—
including the defective notion that the end
of the U.S.-Soviet rivalry heralded a funda-
mental change in the international order. 

But “what reason was there to believe,”
Kagan asks with evident exasperation, “that
after 1989 humankind was suddenly on
the cusp of a brand-new order?” According
to Kagan, no such thing was ever in the
cards. “People and their leaders longed
for ‘a world transformed,’ ” he writes,
derisively quoting the title of George H. W.
Bush’s 1998 memoir. “But that was a mirage.
The world has not been transformed.”
Instead, the iron laws of history and poli-
tics have remained intact, and “struggles
for status and influence in the world have
returned as central features of the inter-
national scene.” Competition among
great powers will define the twenty-first
century, Kagan asserts, “producing
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alliances and counteralliances, and the
elaborate dances and shifting partnerships,
that a nineteenth-century diplomat would
recognize instantly.” In other words, geo-
politics is back. 

Kagan does not identify the silly
people who deluded themselves and mis-
led everyone else with visions of a world
transformed. He contents himself with
dismissive allusions to nameless figures
who peddled naive illusions of “nation-
states growing together or disappearing
[a jab at Jessica Tuchman Mathews?],
ideological conflicts melting away [a kick to
Francis Fukuyama?], cultures intermingling
[remember those ubiquitous Benetton
ads?], and increasingly free commerce and
communications [Bill Clinton borrowing
from Thomas Friedman?].” 

Kagan’s catalog of the ideas that surfaced
during the heady days after the Soviet
Union’s fall is nothing if not selective. To
be sure, the big ideas that wowed members
of the American policy elite in the 1990s
look the worse for wear today. But blam-
ing the likes of Mathews, Fukuyama,
and Friedman for the United States’ pre-
sent predicament is like blaming Harriet
Beecher Stowe for the American Civil
War; it lets the real culprits oª the hook.
The ideas that have really mattered are
those that influenced the National Security
Strategy of 2002 and Bush’s second inau-
gural address, which articulated Bush’s
“freedom agenda” and his doctrine of pre-
ventive war, the intellectual bases not only
for the invasion of Iraq but also for the
global war on terrorism. Of those ideas,
which are covered with the neoconservatives’
fingerprints, Kagan says strangely little.

Above all, Kagan fails to mention his
own contribution to the promotion of
fin-de-siècle illusions. Writing in Present

Dangers with the commentator William
Kristol about a decade ago, he was among
those who expressed great certainty that
with the end of the Cold War, “the world
had indeed been transformed”—and
transformed, at that, “in America’s image.”
He and Kristol argued that with the dis-
integration of the Soviet empire, the
United States had achieved a position
of preeminence “unmatched since Rome
dominated the Mediterranean world”—
an ascendancy, they added, that “under-
girded what President George Bush rightly
called ‘a new world order.’” To sustain
this uniquely advantageous position,
U.S. policymakers simply needed to shed
any lingering reluctance to exercise what
Kagan and Kristol called “benevolent
global hegemony.” 

The Kagan of old thus had little pa-
tience with realists, who endlessly cited
John Quincy Adams’ warning against
the dangers of going “abroad in search of
monsters to destroy.” After all, Kagan
(and Kristol) maintained, the United
States possessed more than su⁄cient
“capacity to contain or destroy many of
the world’s monsters, most of which
[could] be found without much searching.”
Keen to put that muscle to work, Kagan
encouraged in the 2000 book a broad
strategy of regime change, “in Baghdad and
Belgrade, in Pyongyang and Beijing,
and wherever tyrannical governments
acquire the military power to threaten
their neighbors, our allies and the United
States itself.”

For Kagan, the marriage of American
power with American values after the Cold
War rendered geopolitics obsolete. What
was imperative was keeping faith in the
American mission. Given that “the prin-
ciples of the Declaration of Independence
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are not merely the choices of a particular
culture but are universal, enduring, ‘self-
evident’ truths,” as he and Kristol put it
in a 1996 essay for Foreign Affairs, taking on
monsters became a duty of sorts; shirking
that duty, on the other hand, was like suc-
cumbing to “a policy of cowardice and
dishonor.” Mounting a final oªensive
against the world’s last pockets of illiber-
alism was to “relish the opportunity for
national engagement, embrace the possi-
bility of national greatness, and restore a
sense of the heroic”—the heroic having
been lost, according to Kagan and Kristol,
when the Cold War era ended. 

ROBERT THE REALIST?

In The Return of History, Kagan oªers a
decidedly diªerent view. Having once
denounced realists as “professional pes-
simists,” he now allows that “the realists
had a clearer understanding of the un-
changing nature of human beings.” The
collapse of communism, he now writes,
produced “not a transformation but merely
a pause in the endless competition of
nations and peoples.” In a statement to
which Morgenthau and Niebuhr would
surely have subscribed, he even concedes
that “it is not so easy to escape history.” 

If the old Kagan expressed considerable
optimism about the United States’ capacity
to spread freedom, democracy, and other
principles enshrined in the Declaration
of Independence, the new Kagan encloses
“universal values” in quotation marks, as if
to distance himself from Thomas Jeªerson’s
claims. Kagan dismisses outright the no-
tion that the advance of democracy reflects
“merely the unfolding of certain ineluctable
processes of economic and political devel-
opment.” In fact, he acknowledges, “We
really don’t know whether such an evolu-

tionary process, with predictable stages
and known causes and eªects, even exists.”
This is a bit like a senior Vatican o⁄cial
expressing skepticism about whether
Jesus Christ rose from the dead. 

Cribbing from the realist tradition,
Kagan outlines the contours of the great-
power competition he expects will define
the twenty-first century, with China,
Europe, India, Japan, Russia, and, of
course, the United States as key players.
In the process, he engages in considerable
oversimplification and more than a little
hype. To justify Japan’s making the cut,
for example, Kagan claims that Tokyo
today “displays great power ambitions”
and even plays a “global military role.”
Yet Japan’s military spending has actually
declined in recent years; the country’s
top national security priority is not power
projection but ballistic missile defense.
As a participant in global military aªairs,
Japan lags well behind Canada. 

Kagan views a rising China and a
resurgent Russia as potential problems:
both are authoritarian states whose
ambitions could threaten international
stability. In response, he calls for the
formation of a “league of democracies,”
led by the United States and including
European states, that would hold “regular
meetings and consultations among demo-
cratic nations on the issues of the day.”
(Headline: “Mars and Venus Announce
Plans to Marry!”) That he now advocates
creating a talking society shows how far
Kagan has traveled since the days when
he was touting the benefits of the United
States’ global hegemony. It is hard to see
what this league would accomplish apart
from providing sinecures for large numbers
of second-tier government o⁄cials and
civil servants. In all likelihood, it would
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be a new nato without the clout or the
cohesion of the old. 

How does violent Islamic radicalism
figure in this vision of the twenty-first
century? For Kagan, the threat turns out
not to be so great after all. Refreshingly
devoid of inflammatory references to
“Islamofascism” or World War IV, The
Return of History does not foresee a new
caliphate seizing control of the Muslim
world and attempting to impose sharia
on the West. Kagan sees the Islamist
cause as doomed to fail. He describes
political Islam as a “hopeless dream,”
believing (correctly, in my view) that “in
the struggle between traditionalism and
modernity, tradition cannot win.” Thus,
for Kagan, mounting an all-out global
assault against terrorism no longer ranks
as a top priority.

Neither does the war in Iraq. In the
run-up to the U.S. invasion in 2003, Kagan,
writing in The Washington Post, described
Iraq as “a historical pivot” and events
there as destined to “shape the course of
Middle Eastern politics, and therefore
world politics, both now and for the re-
mainder of this century.” After five years
of fighting, more than 4,000 U.S. deaths,
several hundred billion dollars frittered
away, and some 140,000 U.S. troops still
on the ground, he no longer seems to think
so. The Return of History barely mentions
Iraq. For Kagan, at least, the longer the
war drags on, the less important it be-
comes. In this, he is like a 1960s hawk
writing a book in 1968 who consigns the
Vietnam War to a couple of sentences. 

THE EXCEPTION TO THE RULE

There is one central point on which the
new Kagan sees eye to eye with the old:
the strictures of realism do not apply to
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the United States. For Kagan, the United
States’ “sense of a universal mission and
belief in the righteousness of its own power”
inform its behavior. This, in his view, is a
good thing. Out of righteousness comes
assertiveness, and, indeed, the United
States has “intervened and overthrown
sovereign governments dozens of times
throughout its history.” Kagan character-
izes U.S. policy as inherently “expansive,
even aggressive,” and as deriving its force
from a set of deeply internalized core
convictions. Chief among them is the
belief that securing American freedom
and American prosperity requires a world
that adheres to American (or “universal,”
with quotation marks, as Kagan might
put it) principles. 

Most U.S. citizens and almost all U.S.
politicians pretend otherwise, preferring
to see themselves as “an inward-looking
and insular people, always just a step
away from retreating into their fortress.”
Kagan rightly dismisses this as so much
posturing. In eªect, he aligns himself
with the historiographical tradition
founded by Charles Beard and subse-
quently refined by William Appleman
Williams. This is more than slightly
ironic, since both Beard (a leading critic
of U.S. intervention in World War II)
and Williams (the founding father of
Cold War revisionism) rejected the heroic
narrative of U.S. history to which neo-
conservatives such as Kagan subscribe.
Yet in his recent writings, Kagan joins
these revisionists in debunking the myth
of U.S. isolationism. He acknowledges
the intimate yet flexible relationship
between the United States’ ideals and its
relentless pursuit of more tangible interests,
the neat alignment between the impera-
tives of righteousness and the imperatives

of power. When he mocks Americans’
pretensions to innocence—“It is as if
the United States somehow arrived at the
present pinnacle of global power by acci-
dent, that Americans neither desire nor
enjoy their role as the world’s predominant
power”—Kagan almost seems to be chan-
neling Williams, who over three decades
ago said of historians evading the reality
of American power, “All have written,
willy-nilly or with the kind of a priori
certainty that slams the door on truth,
that the American Empire just grew
like Topsy.”

Unfortunately, Kagan diverges from
Beard and Williams in one critical respect.
Whereas they saw the United States’
penchant for expansionism as problematic,
he does not. Whether the country’s aim
was empire, hegemony, or making the
world safe for democracy, Beard and
Williams believed that expansionism was
fundamentally at odds with the long-
term interests of the American people.
They proposed that rather than looking
abroad for solutions to the problems
a¤icting the United States, Americans
learn to live within their means. Beard
and Williams acknowledged that this
might require substantially changing
the fundamental principles governing the
American way of life. Yet they believed
that transforming the United States was
likely to prove an easier task than trans-
forming the world in order to sustain
American self-indulgence and profligacy.

Despite his newfound realism, Kagan
balks at considering the possibility that
the United States and Americans ought
to change. He makes no eªort to assess
whether the Bush administration’s recent
revival of an expansionist conception of
statecraft serves U.S. interests today.
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Present at the Re-Creation

Has the doctrine of preventive war en-
hanced the well-being of the American
people? Has the pursuit of President
Bush’s “freedom agenda” improved the
United States’ standing in the world? Or
have the policies devised in the wake of
9/11 squandered the United States’ power
and multiplied its problems?

Although there is abundant empirical
evidence bearing directly on these ques-
tions, Kagan evinces almost no interest
in such data. He has little time for con-
templating the costs of Bush’s aggressive
policies in the Middle East, even though,
according to some estimates, the price of
the Iraq war alone may reach into the
trillions of dollars. Key indicators of basic
economic health—such as the size of the
national debt, the strength of the dollar,
the extent of the trade deficit, and the
country’s ever-increasing dependence on
imported oil—do not figure in his analy-
sis, even though they all have worsened
under President Bush.

For Kagan, the United States remains
indispensable. It “is still the keystone to
the arch,” he writes. “Remove it, and the
arch collapses.” Here, Kagan the recent
convert to realism gives way to Kagan the
unrepentant neoconservative, who refuses
to acknowledge that the United States’
traditional foreign policy of expansion-
ism has long been counterproductive.
From the end of the Revolutionary War
through the 1950s, expansionism did
enhance U.S. power and wealth, and it
did make freedom possible for ever larger
numbers of Americans. But that correlation
came undone in the 1960s. Recent eªorts
at expansion—such as President Bush’s
ill-fated attempt to pacify the Muslim
world—have served only to dissipate
U.S. power while weakening the U.S.

economy and creating pretexts for the
government to curtail individual freedoms
at home. Expansionism no longer oªers
a way out—and this fact, as much as and
perhaps more so than the rise of China
or the resurgence of Russia, defines the
world that must be reckoned with today.
But Kagan, eager to move on, bury 
the Iraq war, and whitewash the entire
post-9/11 era, which he and other neo-
conservatives have so profoundly misun-
derstood, cannot or will not acknowledge
this new reality.∂
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Terror and the Law

The Limits of Judicial Reasoning in the Post-9/11 World

Curtis A. Bradley

Law and the Long War: The Future of
Justice in the Age of Terror. by
benjamin wittes. Penguin Press,
2008, 277 pp. $25.95.

Lawyers and courts have become a central
part of the Bush administration’s “war on
terror.” The Justice Department’s so-called
torture memos and other legal documents
have triggered extensive debates. The
federal courts have entertained numerous
habeas corpus challenges from detainees
at the Guantánamo Bay detention center,
as well as lawsuits on issues ranging from
the electronic surveillance of U.S. citizens
to the rendition of terrorist suspects to
foreign countries. The Supreme Court
has already issued three significant deci-
sions concerning the war on terror, and
by the time this review is published, it is
expected to have issued a fourth. 

Yet many fundamental legal questions
remain unanswered. Who qualifies as an
“enemy combatant” in this conflict? How
must this classification be made? How long
can such combatants be detained by the
U.S. military without trial? These issues
remain unresolved partly because the
war on terror has been regulated not by
Congress but by interactions between
the executive branch and the courts,
and the courts have tended to decide
issues in an ad hoc and case-specific man-
ner. Such an approach can be sensible,
especially in the face of fluid circumstances.
But as the war on terror becomes a more
permanent state of aªairs, it is becoming
increasingly inadequate.

In an important new book, Law and
the Long War, Benjamin Wittes, a fellow
and the research director in public law

Curtis A. Bradley is Richard and Marcy Horvitz Professor of Law and
Professor of Public Policy Studies at Duke University. He served as Counselor
on International Law in the Legal Adviser’s O⁄ce of the U.S. State Department
in 2004.
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at the Brookings Institution, critiques
what he calls the “legal architecture” of
the war on terror. He finds fault with many
players: with the Bush administration,
for its “consistent—sometimes mindless”
fixation on executive power and its repeated
unwillingness to seek support from Con-
gress; with Congress, for not asserting
itself; with the administration’s critics,
for attempting to deny the White House
the flexibility it legitimately needs to
fight the war on terror; and with the
Supreme Court, for using ongoing legal
disputes “to carve itself a seat at the table
in foreign and military policy matters
over which it has [had], for good reasons,
a historically limited role.” Wittes’ pur-
pose, he explains, is to “shake somewhat
the certainty” of both the executive-power
enthusiasts and the administration’s critics
alike. He also seeks to move the debate
beyond formal arguments about what is
and what is not allowed under existing
law toward consideration of a new legal
regime that would provide the government
with needed flexibility while protecting
individual liberties.

With these goals in mind, Wittes oªers
general strategies for legislative reform
on issues such as surveillance, detention,
interrogation, rendition, and prosecution.
Some of these strategies, such as the call
to establish an administrative detention
scheme that would be supervised by the
courts and would involve periodic assess-
ments of suspects’ dangerousness, resemble
proposals that have been floated recently.
Others, such as requiring the cia to dis-
close its interrogation techniques (and
deviate from them only with express
authorization from the president and
with notification to Congress), are more
novel. With all of these proposals, Wittes

expresses the view that “only Congress can
ultimately write the law of this long war.” 

In his critique as well as in his proposals
for reform, Wittes engages with arguments
from both the left and the right in a
remarkably detached and fair-minded
way. Unlike many commentators, he
seems genuinely interested in moving
past partisan politics and finding workable
solutions. The result is a cogent and gen-
erally persuasive analysis. The book does,
however, have some minor shortcomings:
in particular, Wittes’ criticism of the
Supreme Court seems overstated, and his
methodology is not always consistent. 

A MISSED METAPHOR

Critics of the Bush administration have
argued from the start of the war on terror
that it is a war only in a metaphorical sense,
much like the “war on drugs” or the “war
on poverty.” This charge is unfair, and
Wittes rightly disputes it. Al Qaeda is not
a mere criminal organization; it is a military
organization with the express purpose of
fighting the United States. Even before the
attacks of September 11, 2001, the United
States was using military force against al
Qaeda: in 1998, for example, President Bill
Clinton ordered cruise-missile strikes after
the U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania
were bombed. A week after 9/11, Congress
gave the president broad authorization to
use military force, implicitly targeting
both the Taliban and al Qaeda. Within a
month, the United States was engaged in
a major and widely supported military
campaign against both organizations in
Afghanistan. The war metaphor for the
battle against Islamist terrorism devel-
oped then, Wittes notes, because “in the
short term, no remotely viable alternative
to it existed.” 
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But, as Wittes also explains, the war
model is an imperfect fit for terrorism.
In a traditional conflict, enemy troops
typically wear uniforms and are a⁄liated
with a state, which can compel them to
fight. Thus, in such cases, it is both rela-
tively easy to identify combatants and
reasonable to treat them as dangerous.
In addition, if they are captured, their
home state can bring their detention to
an end—for example, by surrendering
or entering into an armistice agreement. 

It is much more di⁄cult, however, to
identify members of the enemy forces in
the conflict with al Qaeda. The organiza-
tion’s chain of command is often unclear,
and many individuals involved with the
group neither wear uniforms nor are citi-
zens of a state o⁄cially at war with the
United States. This increases the likelihood
that harmless civilians will be incorrectly
identified as enemies—a problem that
has only been heightened in recent years
as al Qaeda has morphed into a con-
federation of loosely associated groups.
Formal membership in al Qaeda is also
an inadequate proxy for dangerousness.
The members of such a decentralized
organization are likely to commit to it
and to the hostilities it wages in varying
degrees. Moreover, terrorist suspects
are likely to be detained longer than
traditional combatants, and perhaps
significantly so, since they have no state
to represent them and help bring the
conflict to an end. 

Ironically, as Wittes notes, although
the war model was helpful to the execu-
tive branch early on, it may have unduly
constrained the White House as the war
on terror progressed. The template forced
the executive branch to justify its policies
by reference to “enemy combatants,”

“war crimes,” and “the theater of war”—
categories that do not readily apply to a
global struggle against a nonstate terror-
ist organization or advance the full range
of goals that the executive branch wished
to pursue. For example, a war model
envisions that hostilities will eventually
end, at which time enemy prisoners will be
released, but in the conflict with al Qaeda,
there may be a need to detain particularly
dangerous operatives indefinitely. Mean-
while, as Wittes observes, “the farther
into the conflict America waded and the
less military the day-to-day operation of
the conflict came to appear, the harder it
became to sustain public support for [the
administration’s] activities.” 

THE RULES OF LAW

The descriptive inadequacy of the war
model creates problems for regulating the
war on terror through law. By its nature,
legal reasoning tends to be backward-
looking: it focuses on the Constitution
and existing statutes, judicial prece-
dents, and historical practices rather
than on designing a new framework.
Lawyers and judges are now debating,
for example, whether the war on terror
is controlled by a Supreme Court deci-
sion from the Civil War era or another
one from World War II, even though
neither addresses the unique features 
of the current conflict. 

There is nothing inherently wrong with
this sort of reasoning. It is what lawyers
and judges are trained to do, and it is use-
ful in many settings. The past can some-
times provide important guidance about
what works and what does not and about
a nation’s collective values. Furthermore,
the approach is properly designed to limit
the ability of administration lawyers and
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unelected federal judges to make funda-
mental policy choices. But it is not the
ideal way to regulate a long-term security
situation that raises di⁄cult and novel
issues. Courts tend to hide the functional
considerations that influence their decisions,
and as they strain to interpret statutes
or precedents in ways that accommodate
their preexisting preferences, they can
undermine the rule of law. 

Another problem is that there is little
existing law that is directly applicable to
the war on terror. None of the Supreme
Court’s war-powers decisions from ear-
lier conflicts addresses this one’s unique
features. This is the reason why in its
2004 decision in Hamdi v. Rumsfeld,
the Supreme Court declined to rule on the
most di⁄cult legal questions, such as how
to define who, other than fighters on the
battlefield in Afghanistan, qualifies as
an enemy combatant and how long these
enemy combatants can be detained. Inter-
national law also provides only limited
guidance. The Geneva Conventions are
surely some of the most important post–
World War II treaties, but they are ill suited
to regulate the war on terror because they
are primarily focused on conflicts fought
by organized state armies. It would be an
overstatement to say that there is no law
at all to guide eªorts to combat terrorism,
but as Wittes observes, much of what is
available are “underdeveloped strands of
law intended for other purposes, interact-
ing in peculiar and often perverse ways.” 

Perhaps as a result, the current approach
has tended to work in a piecemeal fashion.
As Wittes persuasively explains, because
the government’s various tactics in the war
on terror are interconnected, the govern-
ment can adapt to a judicial ruling about
one of them by altering its practices with
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respect to another. For instance, if the
courts make it too di⁄cult for the admin-
istration to resort to military trials, the
government might start holding suspects
without trial for a longer period. Increased
judicial oversight of the treatment of
detainees at Guantánamo may cause the
military to rely more heavily on detention
centers in, say, Afghanistan. This substi-
tution eªect—a problem in other areas
of judicial decision-making as well—can
make it di⁄cult to develop a coherent
and eªective regulatory regime.

JUDICIAL UNRESTRAINT

One of the few instances in which Wittes’
analysis misses the mark is his treatment
of the Supreme Court. Wittes is highly
critical of the Court for playing too active
a role in regulating the war on terror. He
acknowledges that the Court has not yet
imposed significant limitations on the
government’s ability to fight terrorism,
but he finds “doctrinal seeds of a far more
aggressive judicial posture” and warns of
a “major expansion of judicial power over
foreign policy and warfare.” 

This criticism seems both misdirected
and unsupported. The Supreme Court’s
intervention in the war on terror has been
understandable and restrained: it has
stepped in to respond to the executive
branch’s aggressive claims and Congress’
inattention while still limiting the scope of
its involvement. The Court has been careful
to rest its decisions not on the Constitution
but on statutes, which Congress can amend.
In fact, some of its decisions have already
prompted congressional action—a desirable
outcome, according to Wittes. The Court
has also avoided deciding issues not squarely
presented to it, again allowing the political
process a broad space in which to operate. 

Wittes predicts with dismay that the
Supreme Court will hold that the Guan-
tánamo detainees have a constitutional
right to have a federal court review the
validity of their detentions. But much
of this part of his critique is based on legal
sources that he discounts in other parts
of the book. Despite his general view that
judicial precedents from prior wars are
not very useful in the war on terror, for
instance, he complains that an extraterri-
torial approach to habeas corpus would
be inconsistent with the 1950 decision in
Johnson v. Eisentrager. In any event, the
circumstances of that case can be distin-
guished from those regarding the detentions
in the war on terror: it concerned the
military trial of German soldiers captured
in China at the end of World War II—
detainees who were citizens of an enemy
state and had already received a trial.
Moreover, given Wittes’ focus on the
consequences of policies rather than the
formal reasoning underlying them, he is
hard-pressed to explain why someone
held by the U.S. military in the United
States should benefit from the full
panoply of constitutional rights but
someone who is held 90 miles oªshore in
a facility over which the U.S. government
has just as much control should not.

THE LAW OF CONSEQUENCES

As the issue of extraterritoriality illustrates,
Wittes is not always consistent in his
methodological approach. He tends to
favor a consequentialist method, arguing
that the war on terror should be regulated
according not to abstract categories but to
the specific policies that are most likely
to be eªective. And he criticizes both ideo-
logues in the Bush administration and civil
libertarians for being nonconsequentialist:
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according to him, the first group stakes
out claims of executive power as a matter
of principle, and the second tries to restrict
the executive’s flexibility based on ill-fitting
legal rules or absolutist moral claims. 

Yet when it comes to the issue of torture,
Wittes appears to waver in his approach.
He makes clear that he supports the inter-
rogation tactic that the British used in 1946
with the wife of Rudolf Hoess, the com-
mandant of the Auschwitz concentration
camp, in which they threatened to send
her sons to a country where they would
likely be killed. And he notes, “dig deep
enough—and it often does not take much
digging—and the most categorical oppo-
sition to coercive interrogation gives way to
consequentialism.” There are consequen-
tialist arguments against ever allowing
torture, but Wittes does not make them.
Instead, he largely avoids the question
of torture altogether, ostensibly because the
administration does not currently claim it
has the authority to use it against terrorist
suspects and has reportedly discontinued
the practice known as waterboarding.
When Wittes does refer to torture, he
asserts in passing that it should never be
allowed, even in exceptional circumstances,
without explaining whether that conclusion
is based on consequentialist or nonconse-
quentialist grounds. Nor does he clarify
the notoriously di⁄cult distinction be-
tween “coercive interrogation,” which he
would allow in some circumstances, and
“torture,” which he would not. Wittes
ultimately defends only the limited claim
that “it is simply not clear that the optimal
level of coercion in intelligence-gathering
is zero.” 

Occasionally, Wittes’ commitment to
consequentialism also leads him to overlook
other important values. This problem is

most evident in his chapter on surveillance,
much of which is dedicated to explaining
how the 1978 Foreign Intelligence Surveil-
lance Act does not adequately allow the
government to take advantage of modern
technologies. Wittes may be right about
this (it is hard to tell given how little is
known about the government’s current
surveillance needs), but he misses the main
point, which is that after 9/11 the Bush
administration secretly developed a war-
rantless surveillance program that very
likely violated federal law, including
criminal law. After the press revealed the
program’s existence in December 2005,
the Justice Department suggested that as
commander in chief, the president could
simply disregard the 30-year-old statute—
staking out precisely the same type of
extreme position on executive power that
the administration took with respect to
its infamous torture memos. Even if one
concludes, like Wittes, that the executive
branch had good reason for its surveillance
program, this does not excuse its failure
to seek authorization for it from Congress,
at least not if one believes that transparency
and respect for established institutional
processes are important parts of the rule
of law.

Despite these limitations, Law and the
Long War deserves to be read widely. It is
one of the most balanced and nonpolemic
accounts of the legal issues in the war on
terror to date, and its suggestions for reform
are thoughtful and realistic. Written with
enough attention to detail to engage legal
experts, it is also accessible to lay readers
interested in the general policy issues. Al-
though not all of its themes are novel, it is
more comprehensive and more substantive,
and clearer and more concise, than many of
the other recent treatments of this topic.∂
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Is Ethnic Conflict Inevitable?

Parting Ways Over Nationalism and Separatism

Better Institutions,
Not Partition

james habyarimana,
macartan humphre ys ,

daniel posner,  and 
jeremy weinstein

Jerry Muller (“Us and Them,” March/
April 2008) tells a disconcerting story
about the potential for ethnic diversity to
generate violent conflict. He argues that
ethnic nationalism—which stems from a
deeply felt need for each people to have its
own state—“will continue to shape the
world in the twenty-first century.” When
state and ethnic-group boundaries do not
coincide, “politics is apt to remain ugly.”

Muller points to the peace and stability
in Europe today as evidence of the triumph
of “the ethnonationalist project”: it is only
because of a half century of violent sepa-
ration of peoples through expulsions,
the redrawing of state boundaries, and the
outright destruction of communities too
weak to claim territories of their own that
Europe today enjoys relative peace. Else-

where, the correspondence between
states and nations is much less neat, and
there Muller seems to agree with Winston
Churchill that the “mixture of populations
[will] . . . cause endless trouble.” He
advocates partition as the best solution 
to this di⁄cult problem.

If correct, his conclusion has profound
implications both for the likelihood of
peace in the world and for what might
be done to promote it. But is it correct?
Do ethnic divisions inevitably generate
violence? And why does ethnic diversity
sometimes give rise to conflict?

In fact, ethnic diªerences are not
inevitably, or even commonly, linked to
violence on a grand scale. The assumption
that because conflicts are often ethnic,
ethnicity must breed conflict is an example
of a classical error sometimes called “the
base-rate fallacy.” In the area of ethnic
conflict and violence, this fallacy is com-
mon. To assess the extent to which
Muller falls prey to it, one needs some
sense of the “base.”

How frequently does ethnic conflict
occur, and how often does it occur in the
context of volatile mismatches between
ethnic groups and states? A few years

[ 138]
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ago, the political scientists James Fearon
and David Laitin did the math. They
used the best available data on ethnic
demography for every country in Africa
to calculate the “opportunities” for four
types of communal conflict between inde-
pendence and 1979: ethnic violence (which
pits one group against another), irreden-
tism (when one ethnic group attempts to
secede to join co-ethnic communities in
other states), rebellion (when one group
takes action against another to control
the political system), and civil war (when
violent conflicts are aimed at creating a
new ethnically based political system).
Fearon and Laitin identified tens of
thousands of pairs of ethnic groups that
could have been in conflict. But they did
not find thousands of conflicts (as might
have been expected if ethnic diªerences
consistently led to violence) or hundreds
of new states (which partition would have
created). Strikingly, for every one thousand
such pairs of ethnic groups, they found
fewer than three incidents of violent
conflict. Moreover, with few exceptions,
African state boundaries today look just
as they did in 1960. Fearon and Laitin
concluded that communal violence,
although horrifying, is extremely rare.

The base-rate fallacy is particularly
seductive when events are much more
visible than nonevents. This is the case
with ethnic conflict, and it may have led
Muller astray in his account of the triumph
of European nationalism. He emphasizes
the role of violence in homogenizing
European states but overlooks the peace-
ful consolidation that has resulted from the
ability of diverse groups—the Alsatians,
the Bretons, and the Provençals in France;
the Finns and the Swedes in Finland; the
Genoese, the Tuscans, and the Venetians

in Italy—to live together. By failing to
consider the conflicts that did not happen,
Muller may have misunderstood the
dynamics of those that did.

Of course, ethnic divisions do lead to
violent conflict in some instances. Violence
may even be so severe that partition is the
only workable solution. Yet this extreme
response has not been required in most
cases in which ethnic divisions have ex-
isted. Making sense of when ethnic diªer-
ences generate conflict—and knowing
how best to attempt to prevent or respond
to them when they do—requires a deeper
understanding of how ethnicity works.

Muller oªers one explanation for why
ethnic identities figure so centrally in
political conflict. Corresponding as it does
to “enduring propensities of the human
spirit,” he argues, ethnonationalism “is
a crucial source of both solidarity and
enmity.” This explanation echoes a fairly
conventional account of ethnic conflict
according to which people tend to prefer
members of their own group and, in some
cases, have active antipathy toward out-
group members, making conflict the
inevitable result. This is an appealing
narrative. It helps outsiders make sense
of the seemingly gratuitous violence of
Africa’s bloodiest conflicts. It resonates
with the demonization of immigrants and
the threats of ethnic domination that
politicians around the world invoke in
election campaigns. It appears consistent
with demands for greater autonomy and
self-government by ethnic enclaves in east-
ern Europe and the former Soviet Union.
If ethnic diversity generates antipathies
so deep that they cannot be realistically
resolved, separation becomes the obvious
and, perhaps, only feasible antidote, as
Muller concludes. But positive feelings
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toward in-group members and antipathies
for out-group members might not be the
correct explanation for why political action
is often organized along ethnic lines. 

Indeed, recent research points to at
least two alternative explanations. One
argument suggests that members of the
same group tend to work together to
achieve collective ends not because of their
discriminatory preferences but because of
e⁄ciency: they speak the same language,
have access to the same types of informa-
tion, and share social networks. In envi-
ronments with scarce resources, they may
even choose to work together against other
groups, whether or not they care for or even
like their peers. Thus, political coalitions
form along ethnic lines not because people
care more for their own but simply because
it is easier to collaborate with their ethnic
peers to achieve collective ends.

A second account emphasizes the norms
that may develop within ethnic groups.
Even when people see no e⁄ciency gains
from working with their co-ethnics and
have no discriminatory preferences, they
may still favor their own simply because
they expect them to discriminate in their
favor as well. Such reciprocity is most likely
to develop in environments that are devoid
of the institutions and practices—for
example, enforceable contracts and im-
partial state institutions—that protect
people from being taken advantage of
by others. In such cases, reciprocity is a
protection against being cheated.

Distinguishing these diªerent theories
is important because each one suggests a
starkly diªerent strategy for dealing with
ethnic conflict. If the problem is tribal or
national antipathies, there may well be
some utility in separating groups. But if
it stems from the technological advantages

that accrue to members of the same ethnic
group, then initiatives that break down
barriers to cooperation (for example, Julius
Nyerere’s introduction of Swahili as a
common language in Tanzania in the
1970s) are more likely to bear fruit. If
instead discrimination in favor of one’s
ethnic peers is a coping strategy that in-
dividuals employ to compensate for the
absence of functional and impartial state
institutions, then the best response may be
greater investment in formal institutions
so that individuals are assured that cheat-
ing will be punished and that cooperation
across ethnic lines will be reciprocated.

To discern these competing perspectives,
we set out to study ethnicity and conflict
using experimental games. We put people
in strategic interactions with members of
their own and other ethnic groups and ex-
amined the decisions they made. We carried
out our research in Uganda, where diªer-
ences between ethnic groups have been a
basis for political organization and the
source of persistent national political crisis
and violent conflict since independence. 

Remarkably, we found no evidence
that people care more for the welfare of
individuals from their own ethnic groups
than for the welfare of those from other
groups. Given the opportunity to make
anonymous donations of cash to randomly
selected partners, individuals were just as
generous to out-group members as they
were to their co-ethnics. One could easily
tell a story that links Uganda’s decades
of ethnic conflict to tribal antipathies (and
many have), but our research provided
no evidence of such antipathies at work
among a diverse sample of Ugandans.

We also found only weak evidence that
impediments to cooperation across group
lines explain the ethnic dynamics of Ugan-
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dan politics. In another set of experiments,
we randomly matched participants with
a partner and confronted the pairs with
tasks that put a premium on successful
communication and cooperation. We found
no relation between the success in com-
pleting these tasks and the ethnic identities
of the participants; success rates were just
as high when individuals were paired with
members of their own ethnic groups as
when they were paired with people outside
their ethnic groups. Hence, e⁄ciency
gains alone cannot easily account for the
propensity of political coalitions to take
on an ethnic character. 

Instead, our studies suggested that pat-
terns of favoritism and successful collective
action within ethnic groups should be
attributed to the practice of reciprocity,
which ensures cooperation among group
members. Our subjects showed no bias in
favor of in-group members when given
the opportunity to make cash donations
anonymously, but their behavior changed
dramatically when they knew that their
partners could see who they were. When
they knew that other players would know
how they behaved, subjects discriminated
strongly in favor of their co-ethnics. This
shows, at least in our sample of Ugandans,
that ethnic diªerences generate conflict
not by triggering antipathy or impeding
communication but by making salient a
set of reciprocity norms that enable ethnic
groups to cooperate for mutual gain.

Our experimental findings—from a
setting quite diªerent from the European
context that Muller treats but in which
ethnic divisions run equally deep—reveal
that what might look from the outside like
an intractable problem of discriminatory
preferences may instead reflect norms of
reciprocity that develop when individuals

have few other institutions they can rely
on to police the behavior of others.

Of course, ethnicity may not work in
Uganda today the same way that it does
in other parts of the world or that it did at
other points in history. But our results do
point out a need to consider seriously the
possibility that the conventional view is at
best an incomplete and at worst an incor-
rect explanation for why ethnic nationalism
generates conflict when and where it does.

If ethnic hatreds are not at work, sepa-
rating groups may not make much sense
as a strategy for mitigating the corrosive
eªects of ethnic divisions. It might be
far more important to invest in creating
impartial and credible state institutions
that facilitate cooperation across ethnic
lines. With such institutions in place,
citizens would no longer need to rely
disproportionately on ethnic networks in
the marketplace and in politics. In this
respect, modernization may be the antidote
to ethnic nationalism rather than its cause.

james habyarimana is Assistant
Professor of Public Policy at Georgetown
University. macartan humphreys is
Assistant Professor of Political Science at
Columbia University. daniel posner is
Associate Professor of Political Science at UCLA.
jeremy weinstein is Assistant Professor
of Political Science at Stanford University.
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more and more independent states, but
this is not likely. One of the most desta-
bilizing ideas throughout human history
has been that every separately defined
cultural unit should have its own state.
Endless disruption and political introver-
sion would follow an attempt to realize
such a goal. Woodrow Wilson gave an
impetus to further state creation when he
argued for “national self-determination”
as a means of preventing more nationalist
conflict, which he believed was a cause
of World War I.

The hope was that if the nations of
the Austrian, Ottoman, and Russian
empires could become independent states,
they would not have to bring the great
powers into their conflicts. But Wilson
and his counterparts did not concede to
each nation its own state. They grouped
minorities together in Hungary, Italy,
and Yugoslavia, and the Soviet Union
ultimately emerged as a veritable empire
of nationalities. Economists rightly
questioned whether tiny states with
small labor forces and limited resources
could become viable, particularly given
the tariªs that their goods would face in
international trade.

More important, the nationalist
prospect was and remains hopelessly
impractical. In the world today, there are
6,800 diªerent dialects or languages that
might gain political recognition as inde-
pendent linguistic groups. Does anyone
seriously suggest that the 200 or so existing
states should each, on average, be cut into
34 pieces? The doctrine of national self-
determination reaches its reductio ad
absurdum at this point.

Furthermore, the one-nation, one-state
principle is unlikely to prevail for four good
reasons. First, governments today are

more responsive to their ethnic minority
communities than were the imperial
agglomerations of yesteryear, and they
also have more resources at their disposal
than their predecessors did. Many provinces
populated by discontented ethnic groups
are located in territories adjacent to na-
tional capitals, not overseas. And many
governments in this era of globalization
have annual budgets equivalent to nearly
50 percent of their gdps, much of which
is spent on social services. They can—and
do—accommodate the economic needs of
their states’ diªerentiated units. They also
respond to those units’ linguistic requests.
Basques, Bretons, Punjabis, Québecois,
and Scots live quite well inside the bonds of
multinational sovereignty and in some cases
better than residents of other provinces
with no claims of being a distinct nation.

Second, the achievement of separate
sovereignty today depends on external
recognition and support. Prospective new
states cannot gain independence without
military assistance and economic aid
from abroad. International recognition,
in turn, requires the aspiring nationalist
movement to avoid international terror-
ism as a means of gaining attention. If a
separatist group uses terrorism, it tends
to be reviled and sidelined. If an ethnic
group does not have enough support to
win independence by peaceful electoral
means inside its country, its resorting to
terrorism only calls into question the
legitimacy of its quest for independence.

Recognizing this, the Québecois
abandoned the terrorist methods of the
Quebec Liberation Front. Most Basques
castigate Basque Homeland and Freedom
(known by its Basque acronym eta).
Enlightened Europeans have withdrawn
their support for the Chechen rebels.
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And the continued terrorist shelling of
Israeli cities from a Hamas-dominated
Gaza might undermine the previous
international consensus in favor of a two-
state solution to the Palestinian problem,
or at least warrant an exceptional approach
to Gaza.

With the possible exception of the
Palestinians, the notion that any of these
peoples would be better oª in smaller and
weaker independent states in a hostile
neighborhood is unrealistic. Occasionally,
dissidents make the case that if they were
to leave the state unit, they would be taken
into the comforting embrace of the
European Union or the North American
Free Trade Agreement, thereby gaining
access to a large market. But that would
depend a great deal on outsider support for
their cause. The United Kingdom might
not wish to see Scotland in the eu and
would be in a position to veto its member-
ship. The United States and Canada
might not agree to let an independent
Quebec join nafta. The belief that when
a tiny nation is born it falls automatically
into the loving hands of international
midwives is questionable. The truth varies
from case to case.

Third, although globalization initially
stimulated ethnic discontent by creating
inequality, it also provides the means for
quieting discontents down the road within
the fold of the state political system. Dis-
tributed economic growth is a palliative for
political discontent. Indonesia, Malaysia,
Singapore, and Thailand contain diªerent
ethnic groups that have largely profited
from the intense economic resurgence of
their states stimulated by globalization.
Northern and southern Vietnam are cul-
turally diªerent, but both have benefited
from the country’s economic growth.

Cambodia has a diverse population, but
it has gained greatly from China’s move
to externalize some of its production.

Fourth, a discontented population
may react to ethnic discrimination, but
it also responds to economic need, and
whatever its concerns, it does not always
have to seek independence to alleviate them.
It has another safety valve: emigration to
another country. The state of Monterrey
has not sought independence from Mex-
ico; rather, many of its inhabitants have
moved, legally or illegally, to the United
States. The huge emigration from the
Maghreb to France and Italy reflects a
similar attitude and outcome; the dis-
satisfied populations of North Africa
can find greater welfare in Europe. And
when Poles move to France or the United
Kingdom, they do not secede from the
mother country but demonstrate greater
satisfaction with French or British rule.
Emigration is the overwhelming alter-
native to secession when the home gov-
ernment does not su⁄ciently mitigate
economic disparities.

Even where the central government
has used force to suppress secessionist
movements, it has oªered carrots at the
same time that it has yielded sticks. The
province of Aceh has been coaxed, even as
it has been subjected to threats, to remain
inside the Indonesian republic. Kashmir,
facing a balance of restraints and incentives,
is unlikely to emerge as an independent
state in India. And the Tamil Tigers have
lost the sympathy of the world by their
slaughter of innocent Sinhalese.

The recent formation of an “indepen-
dent” Kosovo, which has not yet been
recognized by various key countries, does
not foretell the similar arrival of other new
states. It is unlikely that Abkhazia or South
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Ossetia, although largely autonomous in
fact, will gain full and formal independence
from Georgia or that the Albanian areas of
Macedonia will secede. Rather, prospective
secessionists, dissuaded by both central
governments and the international com-
munity, are likely to hold back. Indeed, the
most plausible future outcome is that both
established states and their international
supporters will generally act to prevent a
proliferation of new states from entering
the international system.

Much empirical work, which shows
that a province’s aspirations for sovereign
status can be confined within a state if
the province has access to monies from the
central government and is represented in
the governing elite, supports this conclu-
sion. The Sikh party Akali Dal once sought
Punjab’s independence from India, but
to little eªect, partly because Punjabis are
heavily represented in the Indian army
and because fiscal transfers from New
Delhi quieted dissidence in the region.
The Québecois benefit from financing
from Ottawa, elite connections, flows of
private capital into Quebec, and the Cana-
dian government’s acceptance of bilingual-
ism in the province. Chechnya remains
poor, but if it seeks to remedy its relative
neglect through a strategy of terrorism, it
will undercut its own legitimacy. Lacking
external support, and in the face of Russia’s
continued firmness, Chechnya has settled
into a degree of political stability. In all
three cases, the maintenance of the exist-
ing national boundaries seems likely, and
so, too, does it seem likely in other cases.

The apostles of national self-deter-
mination would do well to consider a still
more important trend: the return to bigness
in the international system. This is happen-
ing not only because great powers such as

China, India, and the United States are now
taking on greater roles in world politics
but also because international economics
increasingly dwarfs politics. To keep up,
states have to get bigger. The international
market has always been larger than the
domestic ones, but as long as international
openness beckoned, even small powers
could hope to prosper and attain some
degree of economic influence. In the past
decade, however, the tariª reductions pro-
posed in the Doha Round of international
trade negotiations have failed, industrial
duties have not fallen, and agriculture has
become even more highly protected than
it was in the nineteenth century. 

Globalization has clearly distributed
economic boons to smaller countries, but
these states still require greater political
scale to fully realize globalization’s benefits.
To generate scale, states have negotiated
bilateral and multilateral trade preferences
with other states regionally and interna-
tionally, thereby gaining access to larger
markets. The eu has decided to make up
in the enlargement of its membership and
a bigger free-trade area what it lacks in
internal economic growth. The 27 countries
of the eu currently have a combined gdp of
over $14 trillion, besting the United States’
$13 trillion, and the union’s expansion is
not over yet.

Europe never faced the limits on “mani-
fest destiny” that confronted the United
States—the shores of the Pacific Ocean.
Charles de Gaulle was wrong when he
heralded a “Europe from the Atlantic to the
Urals”: the eu has already expanded into
the Caucasus. And with at least eight new
members, it will proceed into Central Asia.
As the borders of Europe approach Russia,
even Moscow will seek de facto ties with
the increasingly monolithic European giant.
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In Asia, current tensions between
China and Japan have not prevented
proposals for a free-trade zone, a common
currency, and an investment bank for the
region. Chinese in Indonesia, Malaysia,
the Philippines, Singapore, Taiwan, and
Vietnam draw their adopted countries
toward Beijing. China will not expand
territorially (except titularly when Taiwan
rejoins the mainland), but it will move to
consolidate an economic network that will
contain all the elements of production,
except, perhaps, raw materials. Japan will
adjust to China’s primacy, and even South
Korea will see the writing on the wall.

This will leave the United States in the
uncomfortable position of experiencing
unrealized growth and the possible failure
of new customs unions in the Western
Hemisphere. Nafta may have been deep-
ened, but a Free Trade Area of the Americas
now seems beyond reach because of
opposition from Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil,
and Venezuela. U.S. politics has also turned,
temporarily at least, against such ventures.
South American nations have, in recent
years, been far more responsive to China
and Europe than to the United States. The
U.S.–Central American Free Trade Agree-
ment, now in the making, may be the only
likely new string to the current U.S. bow.

Some economists contend that great
size is not necessary in a fully open inter-
national economic system and that even
small countries can sell their wares abroad
under such conditions. But the international
economic system is not open, and the
future resides with broad customs unions,
which substitute expanded regional markets
for restricted international ones. China is
seeking bilateral preferential trade arrange-
ments with several other states, and so is
the United States. Prospective secessionists

will not prosper under such circumstances.
They have to depend on international
assistance, membership in trade pacts,
and the acquiescence of their mother
countries. They may have none of these,
and they will fail if they use terrorism to
advance their causes. 

Under the present circumstances,
secessionists will generally be better oª
remaining inside existing states, if only
because the international system now
advantages larger agglomerations of power.
Economies of industrial scale are promot-
ing economies of political size. In U.S.
politics, the problem of outsourcing gets
much political attention, but how is it
possible to prevent that activity when
national production and the national
market are too small? Only larger political
entities can keep production, research
and development, and innovation within
a single economic zone. Big is back.

richard rosecrance is Adjunct
Professor of Public Policy at the John F.
Kennedy School of Government and Senior
Fellow at the Belfer Center for Science and
International Affairs, both at Harvard
University. arthur stein is Professor of
Political Science at UCLA. They co-edited
No More States? Globalization, National
Self-Determination, and Terrorism (2006).

Muller Replies
My essay is not agenda-driven or prescrip-
tive. It is meant to suggest that the power
of ethnic nationalism in the twentieth
century has been greater than is generally
recognized and that the probability of its
ongoing global impact is greater than is
generally appreciated. I argue that Amer-
icans often have a distorted sense of
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substantial areas of the world because
they tend to generalize on the basis of
their own national experience or, rather,
a truncated and idealized version of that
experience. Of course, ethnicity (and its
conceptual cousin, race) has long played
a role in American life and continues to
do so, as reflected in everything from res-
idential patterns to voting behavior.

But by and large, ethnic identification
in the United States tends to erode across
generations, and the notion that diªerent
ethnic groups ought to have their own
political entities is marginal. (Voting
districts drawn along racial lines echo
conceptions of ethnic nationalism. And
the Chicano vision of the reconstitution
of Aztlán—a lost nation of indigenous
Americans said to include Mexico and
much of the American Southwest—would
qualify as ethnonationalist but seems 
to have limited appeal.) Thus, Americans
have a hard time imagining the intensity
of the desire that many ethnic groups
abroad have for a polity of their own 
or the determination of others to maintain
the ethnic structure of existing polities.
If Poles and Ukrainians get along tolera-
bly well in Chicago, why not Sunni Arabs,
Kurds, and Turkmen in Kirkuk?

I further argue that this misperception
also occurs among educated western Euro-
peans, who project the cooperative and
pacific model of the eu onto the rest of the
world while losing sight of the history of
ethnic disaggregation that seems to have
served as a precondition for the comity of
contemporary Europe. The propensity to
impose on the rest of the world one’s own
categories and idealized conceptions of one’s
historical and current experiences leads to a
kind of misleading universality, apt to result
in misunderstanding and miscalculation.

There are categories of self-definition
that are unfamiliar or uncomfortable to
some people’s sensibilities—including
ethnonational identity, caste (common
in India), or tribe (common in much of
Africa and the Muslim world). But the
fact that some people may find these
categories unreal (since they know that
beneath the skin humans are ultimately
the same: put them in a room together
with a game to play, and see how little
they diªer) does not make them any less
real to those who do believe in them.

The problem of taking seriously the
diverse ways in which people in diªerent
parts of the world define themselves is
exacerbated by the universalizing and
scientistic pretensions of some streams
of academic political science. “Scientism”
refers to the endeavor to apply the methods
and criteria of the natural sciences to all
realms of human experience—although
for some they are inappropriate. This in-
cludes the eªort to explain all phenomena
with simplified theories of human moti-
vation and the attempt to replicate the hard
sciences by using laboratory conditions
to study political science. History pro-
vides a useful source of data with which
to study the range and complexity of human
behavior. It is a highly imperfect laboratory,
where both the data and their interpreta-
tion are influenced by the methodological
and ideological predispositions of the
investigator. But it is often superior to
the alternative: apparently scientific forms
of explanation.

My claim is not that the violence of
the European experience will repeat itself
but a more modest one: that ethnic tensions
are likely to be exacerbated, rather than
eliminated, by the occurrence of similar
processes of modernization in other parts
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of the world. Contrary to what James
Habyarimana, Macartan Humphreys,
Daniel Posner, and Jeremy Weinstein claim,
nowhere do I argue that “ethnic divisions
inevitably generate violence.” And while I
quoted Churchill, I did not endorse his
views as a general policy prescription.

What I actually wrote, toward the end
of my article, was this:

Sometimes, demands for ethnic autonomy
or self-determination can be met within
an existing state. . . . But such arrange-
ments remain precarious and are subject to
recurrent renegotiation. In the developing
world, accordingly, where states are more
recent creations and where the borders
often cut across ethnic boundaries, there
is likely to be further ethnic disaggregation
and communal conflict. And as scholars
such as Chaim Kaufmann have noted, once
ethnic antagonism has crossed a certain
threshold of violence, maintaining the
rival groups within a single polity becomes
far more di⁄cult. 

. . . When communal violence esca-
lates to ethnic cleansing, moreover, the
return of large numbers of refugees to
their place of origin after a cease-fire has
been reached is often impractical and
even undesirable.

. . . Partition may thus be the most
humane lasting solution to such intense
communal conflicts.

Habyarimana, Humphreys, Posner, and
Weinstein continue their misrepresenta-
tions by claiming that I attribute ethnic
tension merely to “enduring propensities
of the human spirit”; in fact, I attribute
ethnic tension to “some enduring propensi-
ties of the human spirit that are heightened
by the process of modern state creation.”
My explanation, drawn largely from the
sociologist Ernest Gellner, is actually
echoed by the four co-authors, albeit in a

diªerent vocabulary, when they write that
members of the same ethnic group tend to
come together because “they speak the same
language, have access to the same types of
information, and share social networks.”
As so often happens in the social sciences,
here is an attempt at product diªerentiation
through rebranding—recasting known
insights in a new vocabulary.

More novel is the authors’ belief that
their quasi-scientific experiments in Uganda
provide useful new avenues for public
policy. They say that their game-playing
experiments provide insights as to how
the diverse ethnic actors would behave
when freed of the social and political con-
texts in which their actions are known
to others. Perhaps, but it is precisely the
nature of the real world that this would
never be the case.

Moreover, their conclusion that the
problem lies in a weak institutional envi-
ronment characterized by an “absence of
functional and impartial state institutions”
is both true and misleading, for it fails
to consider that the very multiplicity of
ethnicities is among the major sources
of this institutional environment. A
reading of Chinua Achebe’s 1960 novel,
No Longer at Ease—about the plight of
an idealistic young civil servant who tries
to embody the ethos of impartiality in a
setting in which such norms are at odds
with the understanding of his co-ethnics,
who regard his bureaucratic position as a
form of group property—would cast more
light on the situation than hundreds of
experimental games.

This is not the place for a full critique
of the much-cited calculations of Fearon
and Laitin on the incidence of interethnic
violence in Africa from 1960 to 1979. If
one lives in a neighborhood where three
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in a thousand interactions result in violence
and one has three interactions per day, one
is violently attacked only three times a
year. But is that a safe neighborhood or
a dangerous one? The assertion that “with
few exceptions, African state boundaries
today look just as they did in 1960” is also
both true and misleading. It attests as much
to the ability of the dominant ethnic
coalitions to suppress attempts at rebel-
lion as to the absence of ethnic conflict.

The Biafran War (1967–70) counts as
only one incident of interethnic violence
in Fearon and Laitin’s data and resulted in
no change of borders. The million or so
lives lost do not register in their calcula-
tions. Had Fearon and Laitin repeated
their computations for the years since 1979,
the murder of some 800,000 Rwandans
(mostly Tutsis) would also have appeared as
a matter of small statistical consequence.

The claim by Richard Rosecrance and
Arthur Stein that the ethnonationalist
ideal of a separate state for each cultural
unit has been a source of instability is true
or, at least, a half-truth. That is what a
good part of my article is about. But the
fact that ethnonationalism is destabilizing
has not diminished its appeal or impact.
The other half-truth is that the fulfillment
of the ethnonationalist ideal has had a
stabilizing eªect, at least for large groups.

However, as my article notes and as
Rosecrance and Stein emphasize, not
every ethnonational aspiration can be
realized, and ethnonational aspirations
for autonomy and self-determination can
be realized within larger political units
through federalism—the devolution of
power and income to subnational units.
As such, federalism represents a form of
“semi-partition,” as the political scientist
Donald Horowitz has noted. It has the

very real advantage of permitting partici-
pation in larger political and economic
units. But, as Horowitz has also noted,
“federalism is not cheap. It involves du-
plication of facilities, functions, personnel
and infrastructure” and often entails
jurisdictional disputes. Moreover, “states
that could benefit from federalism typically
come to that realization too late, usually
after conflict has intensified.”

Rosecrance and Stein may be right
that a greater pool of income can alleviate
ethnonational aspirations. But it is worth
recalling that the governments in a
position to distribute sums equivalent to
50 percent of their gdps are in Europe,
whereas the ethnic groups in potential
conflict are in Africa, Asia, and Latin
America, where there is less wealth and
so less gdp available for redistribution.
Moreover, massive government redistri-
bution through taxation may itself inhibit
economic growth or make capturing
the state apparatus too enticing a prize
compared with other pursuits.

Various claims by Rosecrance and
Stein are questionable, if not clearly
mistaken. The authors assert that mass
emigration can serve as an “alternative
to secession when the home government
does not su⁄ciently mitigate economic
disparities.” First, this assumes that all
discontents are ultimately expressions of
individually conceived economic interest,
a radical simplification of human motiva-
tion that ignores the desire of some people
to share a common culture and their
perception that protecting that culture
requires political autonomy. For example,
throughout much of the first half of the
twentieth century, French Canadians emi-
grated from Canada to the United States,
where over time they assimilated into the
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larger population. Québecois nationalism
represents a rejection of that path.

Second, the authors’ emigration-as-
safety-valve strategy ignores the fact that
in contrast to the earlier era of globalization
(from the late nineteenth century through
World War I), the current era of global-
ization is characterized by governments
better able and more inclined to police their
borders and, hence, by the comparatively
limited mobility of people across national
borders. Moreover, discontent in the rel-
atively wealthy states of the West with
some recent streams of immigration has
already led to pressures for governments
to exercise greater control over the move-
ment of people from particular regions.
It is far from clear that emigration from
the Maghreb to France, for example, will
be allowed to continue indefinitely.

Rosecrance and Stein’s assertion that
a new era of bigness in international
economic aªairs is here is truer than the
implications they draw from it. The eco-
nomic advantages of the division of labor
do expand with the extent of the market,
as Adam Smith explained over two cen-
turies ago. But it is simply not true that
“to keep up, states have to get bigger.”
States can negotiate treaties and other
forms of association that allow for freer
international trade. As the authors note
in passing, smaller nations have opted
for inclusion in transnational markets
and have often prospered as a result.

In short, Rosecrance and Stein assume
that a rational economic calculus governs
international activity. This simplification
of human motivation has the advantage of
methodological elegance. But their
predictions conflate three very diªerent
circumstances: what global actors would
do if they rationally calculated their

utilities based on a set of preferences
much like those of American professors
of political science; what global actors
would do if they rationally calculated their
utilities based on their actual preferences,
which may diverge substantially from those
of American political scientists; and what
may actually happen given the unlikelihood
that either American political scientists
or global actors would rationally calculate
their utilities. That is to say, Rosecrance
and Stein have purchased methodologi-
cal elegance at the expense of explanatory
power by radically reducing the range
of relevant motivations and interactions.

For a historian, the authors’ assertion
that “international economics increasingly
dwarfs politics”—like so much of their
response to my essay—is eerily resonant
of a British bestseller of a century ago.
In 1910, Norman Angell published The
Great Illusion, which explained on eco-
nomic grounds why an extended war
between great powers was impossible
under the contemporary economic
conditions. His argument was logically
compelling but wrong. In 1933, Angell
published a new edition of his book, in
which he suggested that nations could
not enrich themselves by conquering their
neighbors and that war was therefore
futile. He was awarded the Nobel Peace
Prize, but his message seems not to have
reached all the relevant parties. I fear
that the predictions of Rosecrance and
Stein about the future of ethnic nationalism
will meet the same fate.

Still, Rosecrance and Stein do raise
an important issue that I did not explore
in my article: the question of external
recognition and support for potential
new states. What ought to be the response
by external countries, such as the United
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States, to ethnonationalist claims for
independence? If one takes seriously the
forces leading to the enduring power of
ethnonationalism—rather than dismissing
them as archaic, illusory, or subject to
elimination by good governance conjured
out of the blue—the implications for
policy are by no means self-evident.

I leave aside the purely legal and
philosophical issues, since the “right” to
self-determination, like so many others,
often conflicts with other purported
rights. Representatives of existing states
are strongly disposed against the redrawing
of borders and the formation of new states.
They see self-interest in maintaining the
international status quo, which may or
may not be justified by prudence. To
recognize that national self-determination
does provide satisfactions of its own and
may well result in viable states is not to say
that the endless creation of new states is
either viable or desirable. Yet there are dan-
gers both in supporting ethnonationalist
claims and in denying them prematurely.

One danger of the international
recognition of insurgent ethnonationalist
claims to sovereignty is that it may lead to
unilateral secession (as in the recent case
of Kosovo) as opposed to mutually agreed
separation. Secession without ethnic
partition usually means that the new
political entity will include a substantial
minority of people whose co-ethnics
dominate the state from which the new
state has seceded. This provides a ready
source for new ethnic tensions within
the new state and international tensions
between the new state and the old. Mutu-
ally agreed partition that separates the
rival ethnic groups may be preferable in
order to minimize the likelihood of future
conflict. Another danger of a greater

international willingness to recognize
ethnonationalist movements is that it may
create an incentive for the governments
of existing countries to violently crush
incipient ethnic political movements
before they can organize. 

There are perils, however, in a blanket
refusal of the international community
to recognize the claims of legitimate
ethnonationalist movements. For having
deemed secession an impossibility,
governments may feel no incentive to
respond to the desire of ethnic groups
for greater power and self-determination
within the confines of the current states.
To recognize the enduring power of
ethnic nationalism is not to support it
or provide a ready recipe for action but
to oªer a more realistic appreciation of
the dilemmas that will continue to arise
in the twenty-first century.∂
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Responses

When to Leave Iraq

Today, Tomorrow, or Yesterday?

engagement—rather than Simon’s policy
of unconditional disengagement—would
incorporate the real lesson from the
Sunni Awakening.

The Awakening began in Anbar
Province more than a year before the surge
and took oª in the summer and fall of
2006 in Ramadi and elsewhere, long
before extra U.S. forces started flowing
into Iraq in February and March of 2007.
Throughout the war, enemy-of-my-enemy
logic has driven Sunni decision-making.
The Sunnis have seen three “occupiers” as
threats: the United States, the Shiites (and
their presumed Iranian patrons), and the
foreigners and extremists in aqi. Crucial
to the Awakening was the reordering of
these threats.

When U.S. forces first arrived in Anbar,
upending the Sunni-dominated social
order, they were viewed as the principal
threat. Because aqi fought the United
States, it was seen by the tribes as a con-
venient short-term ally, despite deep
distrust. This ordering of threats changed
in 2005 and 2006. For one thing, U.S.
forces became more eªective and discrim-
inating in their counterinsurgency activities.
Aqi, meanwhile, became more brutal

Walk Before Running
colin h .  kahl

In “The Price of the Surge” (May/June
2008), Steven Simon correctly observes
that the Sunni turn against al Qaeda in
Iraq (aqi), known as the Sunni Awakening,
has been a key factor in security progress
during the period of “the surge.” Simon
is also on point when he notes that the
Awakening, which began before the surge,
was not a direct consequence of additional
U.S. troops. But although Simon gets
much of the past right, he ultimately
draws the wrong lessons for U.S. policy
moving forward.

Rather than unilaterally and uncondi-
tionally withdrawing from Iraq and hoping
that the international community will
fill the void and push the Iraqis toward
accommodation—a very unlikely scenario—
the United States must embrace a policy of
“conditional engagement.” This approach
would couple a phased redeployment of
combat forces with a commitment to pro-
viding residual support for the Iraqi
government if and only if it moves toward
genuine reconciliation. Conditional

[ 1 5 1]
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and indiscriminate, forcing the tribes to
start defending themselves. In the fall of
2006, it also declared the establishment
of the Islamic State in Iraq, asserting
political and economic hegemony over
Anbar and other provinces with significant
Sunni Arab populations. It started demand-
ing brides, enforcing harsh fundamentalist
social norms, and cutting into the tribes’
smuggling revenues.

At the same time, U.S. forces had to
convince the Sunnis that they were not
occupiers—that is, that they did not intend
to stay forever. Here, growing opposition to
the war in the United States and the
Democratic takeover of both houses of
Congress in the November 2006 elections
were critical. Major General John Allen,
the Marine Corps o⁄cer responsible
for tribal engagement in Anbar in 2007,
recently told me that among Sunni lead-
ers, the Democratic victory and the rising
pro-withdrawal sentiment “did not go
unnoticed. . . . They talked about it all the
time.” According to Allen, the marines,
from top to bottom, reinforced the message
sent by the Democratic takeover by saying,
“We are leaving. . . . We don’t know when
we are leaving, but we don’t have much
time, so you [the Anbaris] better get after
this.” As a result, U.S. forces came to be
seen as less of a threat than either aqi or
the Shiite militias—and the risk that U.S.
forces would leave pushed the Sunnis to cut
a deal to protect their interests while
they still could. As Major Niel Smith,
the operations o⁄cer at the U.S. Army
and Marine Corps Counterinsurgency
Center, and Colonel Sean MacFarland,
the commander of U.S. forces in Ramadi
during the pivotal period of the Awaken-
ing, wrote recently in Military Review,
“A growing concern that the U.S. would

leave Iraq and leave the Sunnis defenseless
against Al-Qaeda and Iranian-supported
militias made these younger [tribal] leaders
[who led the Awakening] open to our
overtures.” In short, contrary to the Bush
administration’s claims, the Awakening
began before the surge and was driven in
part by Democratic pressure to withdraw.

It was also critical, however, that U.S.
forces did not leave immediately. Accord-
ing to Allen, the continued U.S. presence
allowed U.S. commanders to argue that
their troops would be the Sunnis’ “shock
absorbers” during the transition. In other
words, the surge and the threat of with-
drawal interacted synergistically: the threat
of withdrawal made clear that the U.S.
commitment was not open-ended, and the
surge made clear that U.S. forces would
be around for a while. Together they
provided a strong incentive for the Anbaris
to cooperate with the United States and
turn on aqi.

This revised history of the Sunni
Awakening has significant implications
moving forward. Now, the principal
impediment to long-term stability in Iraq
is the reluctance of Prime Minister Nouri
al-Maliki’s central government to engage
in genuine political accommodation. That
will require a hydrocarbon law designed
to equitably share oil revenues, better
budget execution and service provision,
steps to resettle and compensate victims
of sectarian violence, resolution of the
disputed status of Kirkuk, and eªorts to
demobilize and co-opt the Shiite militias
(principally Muqtada al-Sadr’s Mahdi
Army). It will also require that the Shiite
government integrate or otherwise employ
the 90,000 “Sons of Iraq,” mostly Sunni
tribal militia members and former insur-
gents. After considerable cajoling, Maliki
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has agreed to integrate about 20 percent
of the Sons of Iraq into the Iraqi army and
police and provide the remainder with
nonsecurity jobs. But his government
has been very slow in carrying out this
pledge, and the 20 percent figure is unlikely
to be su⁄cient. Brigadier General Shija
al-Adhami, the head of the Awakening
force in Baghdad’s Ghazaliya neighbor-
hood, recently told The Washington Post,
“This is a big failure—either they take us
all in or this is not going to work.” 

Convincing the Iraqi government to
make the tough decisions needed for
accommodation requires following the
same logic that drove the Awakening:
using the risk of abandonment to generate
a sense of urgency while committing to
protecting groups that make tough choices.
The Bush administration has thus far failed
to generate the leverage such a strategy
would produce because it has eªectively
given the Iraqi government a blank check.
To the degree that minimal political
progress has occurred, it can be attributed
at least as much to the prospect that the
Democrats in Congress might force a
withdrawal as to overt threats from the
Bush administration. Secretary of
Defense Robert Gates admitted as much
last April: “The debate in Congress . . .
has been helpful in demonstrating to the
Iraqis that American patience is limited.
The strong feelings expressed in the
Congress about the timetable probably
has had a positive impact . . . in terms of
communicating to the Iraqis that this is
not an open-ended commitment.”

As the United States moves forward
in Iraq, more leverage is required, but the
positions now being advanced by many
Republicans and Democrats fail to oªer
the right mix of incentives to get the Iraqis

to act. President George W. Bush has sig-
naled his intent to “pause” the planned
troop withdrawals when the surge ends,
and Senator John McCain (R-Ariz.)
speaks of staying in Iraq for a hundred
years, no strings attached. This policy
of unconditional engagement will not
work, because there are no consequences
for Iraq’s leaders if they fail to accommo-
date one another. Some Democrats, on
the other hand, side with Simon and are
calling for a unilateral timetable for the
complete withdrawal of all U.S. forces,
regardless of the conditions on the ground.
This policy of unconditional disengagement
also gives up too much leverage, because it
provides no ability to the Iraqi government
to aªect the pace of redeployment or the na-
ture of U.S. support in exchange for making
tough choices. Unconditional engagement
is all carrots, no sticks; unconditional disen-
gagement, all sticks, no carrots.

A new policy of conditional engagement
would take advantage of the ongoing talks
aimed at shaping a long-term U.S.-Iraqi
security framework to push the Iraqis
toward political accommodation. U.S.
negotiators should exploit the continuing
discontent among Democrats in Congress
and the impending presidential election to
signal that a long-term U.S. commitment
to Iraq is not politically sustainable unless
there is tangible evidence of reconciliation.
Because the Iraqi government has an inter-
est in a long-term security relationship with
the United States, especially continued
U.S. support for the Iraqi security forces,
this tactic could prove very eªective.

The presidential candidates from both
parties should reinforce this strategy by
publicly endorsing the conditions the Iraqi
government must meet in order to influence
the pace of future U.S. withdrawals and
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gain their future administrations’ support
for the Iraqi security forces in the years
ahead. This will require the Democratic
nominee to clarify his or her stance on the
disposition of residual forces in Iraq after
a withdrawal of most of the combat troops
(only Senator Barack Obama [D-Ill.] has
proposed explicit conditions to be placed
on continued support for the Iraqi secu-
rity forces), and it will require McCain
to abandon his unconditional pledge to
stay in Iraq.

When the new administration takes
o⁄ce in January 2009, it must follow up
on this approach by initiating a down
payment on redeployment. Starting from
the roughly 15 combat brigades (a total
of 130,000–140,000 troops) it is likely to
inherit, the new administration should
signal its intention to transition to a “sup-
port,” or “overwatch,” role by announcing
the near-term reduction of U.S. forces to
perhaps 12 brigades. The new administra-
tion should also immediately sign a formal
pledge with the Iraqi government stating
unequivocally that it will not seek, accept,
or under any conditions establish perma-
nent or “enduring” military bases in Iraq.
Taken together, these actions would sig-
nal to the Iraqi government that the U.S.
commitment is no longer open-ended
while still maintaining enough forces in the
near term to prevent a major reversal of
progress on security. These steps would also
signal to groups inside the Iraqi parliament
that strongly oppose the occupation (es-
pecially the Sadrists), as well as to the
organizations representing the nationalist
wing of the Sunni insurgency, that the
United States does not intend to stay
forever. This might open up additional
avenues for bringing those Sunnis into
formal and informal negotiations.

Simultaneous with these decisions, the
United States should start negotiations to
establish a broad time horizon for the
transition of the remaining U.S. forces to
an overwatch role and the conditions for
continued U.S. support for the Iraqi gov-
ernment. Once U.S. forces have reached
a sustainable overwatch level, the primary
mission of the U.S. military in Iraq will
switch to counterterrorism, training and ad-
vising of the Iraqi security forces, and force
protection for U.S. civilians and advisers.
U.S. negotiators should make clear, how-
ever, that continued economic and diplo-
matic support, as well as continued support
for the Iraqi security forces (something the
Iraqi government deeply desires and needs),
will hinge on continued progress toward
political accommodation. U.S. negotiators
should emphasize that over the long run,
the United States intends to normalize its
relationship with the Iraqi government and
redeploy all of its remaining forces as con-
ditions permit. This policy of conditional
engagement should be nested within a
wider regional diplomatic initiative that
seeks to leverage the U.S. drawdown in
Iraq and the common interest among Iraq’s
neighbors in avoiding a failed Iraqi state. 

In the end, this approach may not work.
If the Iraqis prove unwilling to move
toward accommodation, then no number
of U.S. forces will be able to produce
sustainable stability, and the strategic costs
of maintaining a significant presence will
outweigh the benefits. If so, the new
administration should shift to Simon’s
unconditional disengagement as Plan B.

colin h. kahl is an Assistant Professor
in the Security Studies Program at George-
town’s Edmund A. Walsh School of Foreign
Service and a Fellow at the Center for a New
American Security.
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When to Leave Iraq

Rush to the Exit
william e .  odom

Simon provides a brilliant analysis of Iraq’s
political realities, past and present, ex-
posing the eªects of the U.S. occupation.
Sadly, neither the administration nor all
but a few outside analysts foresaw them.
More recently, most media reporting has
wholly ignored the political dynamics
of the new “surge” tactic. And peripatetic
experts in Washington regularly return
from their brief visits to Iraq to assure the
public that it is lowering violence but fail
to explain why. They presume that progress
toward political consolidation has also
been occurring, or soon will be. Instead,
as Simon explains, political regression has
resulted, a “retribalization” of the same
nature as that which both the British colo-
nial rulers and the Baathist Party tried
to overcome in order to create a modern
state in Iraq. 

This should hardly come as a surprise.
The history of tribalism in Iraq is well
known. When the United States replaced
the British in the Middle East after World
War II, it set “stability” above all other
interests there, maintaining it through a
regional balance of power. President Bush’s
invasion of Iraq broke radically with this
half-century-old strategy. The prospects
of success, as Simon shows, were worse
than poor. 

Until recently, the wisdom of this new
strategy has not been challenged. Instead,
just as happened with regard to the war
in Vietnam, the mainstream discussion
has focused on tactics, “nation building”
through elections, and diplomacy aimed
at reconciling irreconcilable Iraqi elites.

As a result, the domestic dialogue has not
been serious, not even in this magazine,
until the appearance of Simon’s analysis.

Serious discussion today must be about
how to deal with the repercussions of
the tragic error of the invasion. The key to
thinking clearly about it is to give regional
stability higher priority than some fantasy
victory in Iraq. The first step toward
restoring that stability is the complete
withdrawal of U.S. forces from Iraq.
Only then will promising next steps be
possible. Simon moves in the direction
of such an approach, although not far
enough. He shows unambiguously why
the United States must withdraw from
Iraq, but his hesitant formula for with-
drawal risks sustaining the paralysis U.S.
strategy now suªers from and could
make regional stability far more di⁄cult
to restore.

Fear of the chaos that a U.S. withdrawal
would catalyze is the psychological block
that prevents most observers from assess-
ing the realities clearly. As such observers
rightly claim, the United States will be
blamed for this chaos, but they overlook
the reality that the U.S. military presence
now causes much of the chaos and has
been doing so since 2003. The United
States cannot prevent more chaos by
remaining longer. Preventing it is simply
not an option. The United States can,
however, remove the cause of disorder by
withdrawing its forces sooner rather than
later. That is the only responsible option. 

I was convinced that Simon under-
stood this until he began speaking of “a
top-down approach to reconciliation” to
be implemented “under un auspices and
led by a credible special envoy.” Why
should a un special envoy move into the
U.S.-guarded Green Zone as long as

18_KahlOdom_151-157.qxd  5/13/08  2:56 PM  Page 155

Return to Table of Contents



[ 1 56] foreign affairs . Volume 87 No. 4

Colin H. Kahl and William E. Odom

insurgents and militias occasionally fire
mortar rounds and rockets into it? Some
sort of un-led eªort may eventually
become possible, but it is not likely as
long as U.S. forces remain. And even a
un envoy could not “reconcile” Iraq’s
warring factions “from the top down.”

Simon does understand that the United
States’ departure will force other countries,
especially in Europe, to reconsider their
hands-oª policies toward Iraq. It will
also lead Iraq’s neighbors to rethink their
hands-on policies. They all want stability
there, but some are meddling in ways that
exacerbate instability. Once U.S. forces
leave, instability may be even less in their
interests. Thus, the faster U.S. forces
depart, the greater the shifts in other
countries’ policies will be. A two-year
schedule for removing U.S. forces, as
Simon proposes, would fail to achieve
most of this shock eªect. 

After recognizing the breakout potential
of withdrawal, Simon eªectively reembraces
strategic paralysis. Otherwise, he would
not insist that Iraq’s tribal fragmentation
must be overcome by means other than
civil war and violence. He recognizes that
U.S. legitimacy for sponsoring such an
eªort has been lost—if it ever existed—
and so he wants to try a multilateral sub-
stitute involving the un. Its prospects
for success, however, are dubious in the
extreme. If it consists only of Western
countries, it will never be seen as legitimate,
only as a Crusade in another form. If it
includes countries from the region, they
are unlikely to agree on fundamental
issues about the kind of Iraq they will
permit. Moreover, a un entity’s military
component would prove far less eªective
in dealing with insurgents, militias, and
the Ministry of Interior’s death squads.

Its weakness would invite violence, not
reduce it. And neighboring countries
would support militant resistance for
their own interests. 

Tribalism will not be subdued in a
couple of years, or even a couple of decades.
Two well-known British o⁄cials in the
1920s, fluent in Arabic and deeply knowl-
edgeable about the Arabs, T. E. Lawrence
and Gertrude Bell, slowly relinquished
their hopes for such an outcome in Iraq.
And the fragmentation there today is not
just along tribal lines. The larger Sunni-
Shiite sectarian divide, although often
overemphasized, has been made far more
serious as a result of the U.S. occupation
and the holding of democratic elections
before a political consolidation was
achieved. Kurdish separatism is probably
as strong as it has ever been. These divides
are unlikely to be bridged by any means
other than a civil war fought to a decisive
conclusion. This reality indicates that
Iraq’s eventual rulers are not now in the
Green Zone, and when they one day
occupy the capital, all foreign elements
will be gone. Association with U.S. forces
contaminates any would-be Iraqi regime.
A un entity would not overcome that
handicap; at best, it could only sustain
political instability and abet conflict.

Simon also argues that logistical
imperatives require at least two years for
the withdrawal of U.S. forces. That is
probably true if all U.S. weapons and
materiel are to be removed, but much of
it is not worth the costs of hauling it
back to the United States. Vast numbers
of trucks and other equipment withdrawn
from Kuwait in 1991 have never been used
again and have been left in costly storage
to rust. At least a thousand five-ton trucks
can be found stored in Italy today, unused
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yet costing money to retain. If the high-
est priority is given to the withdrawal of
personnel, not materiel, the required
time can be dramatically shortened. 

Other factors favor speed. Retrograde
movements in war are risky aªairs. They
must be made when one has lost the initia-
tive or when one’s own forces are poorly
deployed, which means the opponent has
the advantage. More time favors the op-
ponent even more. More speed reduces his
opportunities. Speed would also improve
diplomacy abroad and boost public morale
at home. In the very best circumstances,
uncertainties abound during strategic
withdrawals. 

Most critical in the long run is recog-
nizing that the primary U.S. strategic
interest in this part of the world was and
still is regional stability. That means
subordinating the outcome in Iraq to the
larger aim. Getting out of the paralysis
in Iraq, chaotic or not, is the sine qua
non of any sensible strategy for restoring
regional stability.

Finally, some kind of rapprochement
with Iran is essential. Regional stability
from the 1950s to the fall of the shah in
1979 rested on three pillars: cooperative
relations with Iran, moderate Arab states,
and Israel. That arrangement served the
strategic interests, if not always the tactical
interests, of all parties. When the United
States lost its footing in Iran, U.S. military
requirements for maintaining the balance
rose dramatically. That explains the rapid
buildup and eventual creation of the
Central Command during the Carter ad-
ministration. The only way to reduce
U.S. military requirements in the region
is to restore the United States’ diplomatic
straddle between the region’s two major
conflicts—the Arab-Israeli conflict and

the Persian-Arab conflict. The invasion
of Iraq not only destroyed the balance
but is now imposing additional military
requirements on the United States that
cannot be sustained indefinitely.

william e. odom, a retired three-star
General in the U.S. Army and former Director
of the National Security Agency, is a Professor
at Yale University and a Senior Adviser at the
Center for Strategic and International
Studies.∂
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Response

Revolutionary Road?

Debating Venezuela’s Progress

How Chávez Has
Helped the Poor

bernardo 
alvarez herrera

When President Hugo Chávez was first
elected, in 1998, his critics, many of whom
have published in these pages, argued
that he would slowly move Venezuela
away from democracy. After 12 elections,
including the December 2007 referendum,
which he narrowly lost, that claim has
finally crumbled under the evidence. Now
the argument against Venezuela has shifted,
and instead of being called undemocratic,
Chávez’s social programs are labeled as
ine⁄cient and his economic management
categorized as catastrophic. Much like
the first accusations against Chávez, the
new criticisms, put forth by Francisco
Rodríguez in “An Empty Revolution”
(March/April 2008), simply do not stand
up to the facts.

This much is undeniable: poverty has
decreased in Venezuela under Chávez’s
administration. According to the 2007
Social Panorama of Latin America, a report

released by the United Nations’ Economic
Commission for Latin America and the
Caribbean, between 2002 and 2006
Venezuela decreased poverty by 18.4 percent
and extreme poverty by 12.3 percent, an
achievement second in the region only to
that of Argentina. The report attributed
these dramatic decreases to “rapid gdp
growth and the ongoing implementation
of broad social programs” and recognized
that the “swift pace of progress consider-
ably brightens the prospects for further
reductions in poverty and significantly
increases the feasibility of meeting the first
target associated with the first Millennium
Development Goal.”

Rodríguez seeks to dismiss these ad-
vances not by claiming that they have
not occurred but by arguing that they
are just not good enough. He posits that
the government’s social-spending patterns
have not changed from prior governments,
that the social programs have not met their
goals, and that Chávez’s management of
the country has not led to any significant
redistribution of wealth. On all counts,
he is wrong.

According to the Central Bank of
Venezuela, social spending as a percentage
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of all government spending grew from 38.6
percent in 1997 to 44 percent in 2007. Look-
ing more broadly, figures from the National
Budget O⁄ce show that social spending
accounts for a higher percentage of all
spending than it did in 1992—Rodríguez
claims otherwise—or during the oil-boom
years of the 1970s. But more important is
that since 2003 the state-owned oil com-
pany, pdvsa, has contributed significant
sums to social programs—a point that
Rodríguez ignores. In 2004, pdvsa an-
nounced that it would spend $1.7 billion a
year on social programs, a sharp increase
from the $400 million it had been spending
in years past. In 2006 alone, it contributed
$13.3 billion, or 7.3 percent of gdp, to social
programs. According to a report by the
Center for Economic and Policy Research,
when pdvsa’s contributions are factored
in, social spending during the Chávez
administration has grown by an incredible
314 percent per person in real terms. 

Venezuela’s social programs, many of
which have been funded by pdvsa, have
been both eªective and popular. Rodríguez
seeks to dismiss them by quoting isolated
and questionable statistics, but he fails to
fully consider the gains they have achieved.
According to the Central Bank’s System
of Social Indicators, school attendance
at every level increased between 1998 and
2006, and today nine times as many chil-
dren have access to free meals at school.
Through the health mission Barrio Adentro,
doctors located in Venezuela’s poorest
communities have provided more than
200 million checkups, saved over 47,000
lives, and overseen 3,100 births in the
715 diªerent o⁄ces and specialized clinics
built throughout the country. The treatment
provided to hiv/aids patients is indicative
of the larger commitment to health under

the Chávez administration: whereas in
1999 only 335 patients received antiretro-
viral medications, in 2006 the number
was over 18,000. The many social missions
have been so well received that during the
2006 presidential campaign, the opposition
candidate Manuel Rosales pledged to keep
them in place if he won the presidency.

Policies enacted since Chávez was
elected have also helped redistribute
the gains of Venezuela’s record economic
growth. Unemployment is down, employ-
ment in the formal sector is up, and the
minimum wage has increased notably.
More important, income has grown fastest
for Venezuela’s poorest. According to the
polling firm Datanalisis, from 1998 to
2006 Venezuela’s poorest sectors saw an
increase in income of 445 percent, and
the wealthiest saw a gain of 194 percent.
These gains have come despite a concerted
eªort by certain sectors of the opposition
to throw the country into crisis in 2002 and
2003. In a shocking omission, Rodríguez
does not mention that the sabotage of the
oil industry in late 2002 and early 2003
bled Venezuela of 24 percent of its gdp.
By comparison, during four years of the
Great Depression, the United States
lost 29 percent of its gdp.

The policies of the Chávez adminis-
tration have served to help lower poverty,
increase access to necessary social services,
and better distribute Venezuela’s resources.
But more than trust the numbers, one
can turn to public opinion to verify this.
According to a 2007 Latinobarómetro
report, Venezuelans rank their country
among the most democratic in the region,
second only to Uruguay. On a number
of measures—equality between the sexes,
the protection of private property, equality
of opportunity, solidarity with the poor,
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social security, employment opportunities,
and even income distribution—respondents
ranked Venezuela highest in the region.
When asked how their families’ economic
situations would be in 12 months, 61 percent
of the Venezuelan people said “much better”
or “a bit better,” higher than the figure for
Brazil (60 percent) and the regional average
(46 percent). On education and health
services, 64 percent and 74 percent, respec-
tively, expressed their satisfaction.

None of this is to say that the Venezue-
lan government is perfect, much less that
it does not face ongoing challenges. It does,
as Chávez recognized after his December
2007 referendum loss. One of the main
challenges, inflation, has already decreased
this year, and food shortages have similarly
abated. More important, Venezuela will
continue growing its economy, with eight
percent expansion expected for 2008.

Trying to argue that Venezuela’s eco-
nomic growth and social gains are all a
myth sustained by eªective international
lobbying and public relations both under-
estimates the intelligence of the Venezue-
lan people and does a grave disservice to
the facts. Contributors to Foreign Affairs
may not like Chávez personally, but they
should not keep looking for unsubstanti-
ated reasons to attack Venezuela’s eªorts to
create a vibrant and equitable democracy.

bernardo alvarez herrera is
Venezuela’s Ambassador to the United States.

Rodríguez Replies
Ambassador Bernardo Alvarez Herrera
argues that I have ignored evidence show-
ing the Chávez administration’s commit-
ment to the poor and the eªectiveness
of its social policies, and he cites several

indicators that would appear to counter
the central arguments of my article. Let
us look closely at each of his claims. The
ambassador argues that the share of social
spending has increased during the Chávez
administration from 38.6 percent in 1997
to 44 percent in 2007. However, it is im-
portant to be careful about what is meant
by “social spending.” The growth cited by
the ambassador was driven by a substantial
increase in the payment of pensions, whose
share of total government spending dou-
bled, from 6 percent to 12 percent. There
is an extensive literature documenting the
regressivity of pensions in countries such as
Venezuela, where the poor do not partic-
ipate in the formal economy and thus are
not beneficiaries of the social security
system. This is why I restricted myself to
the categories of spending that can truly be
argued to be mainly directed at the poor:
education, health, and housing. The share
of spending devoted to these categories
has been essentially unchanged during the
Chávez administration.

Ambassador Alvarez also argues that
I have ignored the large amount of social
spending carried out by the state-owned
oil company, pdvsa, which totaled $13.3
billion in 2006. Again, it is necessary to be
careful about definitions. Pdvsa categorizes
all of its spending on the direct support
of government initiatives as “social devel-
opment expenditures,” regardless of the
type of projects it supports. The bulk of
these expenditures do not go to programs
that under any reasonable definition would
be described as pro-poor. The two largest
single items of expenditure reported
under this category in pdvsa’s financial
statements are $3.2 billion given to the
Ministry of Finance for debt restructuring
and $1.1 billion given to the Ministry of
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Defense. Only 26.8 percent of pdvsa’s
“social development expenditures” went
to support education, health, and housing
programs. This is roughly the same per-
centage spent by the central government
on such programs, confirming my claim
that the data do not show that pro-poor
spending is being prioritized by the Chávez
administration any more so than it was
by past administrations.

The ambassador also shows that school
attendance rates have increased since
Chávez reached o⁄ce and that a large
number of people have benefited from
the government’s Barrio Adentro health
initiative. Both of these assertions are cor-
rect, but neither provides evidence that this
administration has done more to help
the poor than its predecessors did. The
increase in school attendance observed
since 1998 simply continues a long-term
trend of improvement. Between 1975 and
1998, attendance rates for students be-
tween the ages of 6 and 14 increased from
77 percent to 94.4 percent; since 1998,
that increase has continued, with the rate
reaching 96.2 percent in 2006. (To its
credit, the Chávez government maintained
the previous administration’s program
Escuelas Integrales, rechristened Escuelas
Bolivarianas, which appears to have been
vital in further improving attendance rates.)

Regarding the government’s flagship
health program, Barrio Adentro, the picture
is more mixed. To be sure, a considerable
number of Venezuelans have benefited
directly from the services of this program.
On the other hand, the program’s growth
has been accompanied by a decline in
resources allocated to the conventional
functions of the public health system,
generating a crisis in many traditional
health services, such as hospitalization
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and the prevention of endemic diseases.
According to the Ministry of Health,
only 28 percent of hospital beds in the
public health system are currently in
operating condition, and the number of
cases of malaria and dengue fever have
skyrocketed, growing by 94 percent and
203 percent, respectively, since 1999. The
positive eªects of Barrio Adentro must
be weighed against the collapse in the
broader public health system. It is pre-
cisely because of this mixed picture that
most Venezuelan health indicators do
not show significant improvements—
and some show worrying deteriorations.

When it comes to the distribution
of income, there are two series based on
major surveys carried out by Venezuelan
statistical o⁄ces. One of them, the Central
Bank’s Household Expenditure Survey,
shows a substantial deterioration in the
share of income accruing to the lowest
quintile between 1997 and 2005, and the
second one, produced by the National
Institute of Statistics, shows a moderate
increase. The improvement in the Na-
tional Institute’s results appears to be due
to some questionable methodological
decisions taken by the agency in its
calculation. The World Bank, using the
same base data as the National Institute,
found that the share of income received
by the poorest quintile declined from
4.1 percent to 3.7 percent between 1998 and
2005—a period for which the National
Institute reported that it increased from
4.1 percent to 4.6 percent. (At the time
of this writing, neither the World Bank
nor Venezuela’s Central Bank had pro-
duced estimates for years after 2005.)

The ambassador has pointed to survey
results indicating that Venezuelans are
satisfied with the state of their democracy

and the direction of the country. There are
at least two reasons to take these results
with a grain of salt. First, responses to
such questions tend to be significantly
correlated with economic growth, which
has been quite high since the current oil
boom began. Second, there is growing
evidence that Venezuelans do not feel free
to express their political opinions. A 2006
Associated Press survey, for example, found
that only 42 percent of Venezuelans were
“very confident” that their votes in that
year’s elections would be kept secret. These
misgivings have their roots in the publica-
tion five years ago by government supporters
of the names of 3.5 million Venezuelans
who signed a recall-referendum petition
against Chávez. The list was widely used
to threaten public-sector workers so that
they would withdraw their signatures and
to ensure that opposition sympathizers
would not have access to public-sector jobs.
In our recent research, my co-authors and
I have shown that signers of the recall-
referendum petition received significantly
lower incomes than nonsigners after the
dissemination of the list.

Whether one looks at the rate of poverty
reduction, the evolution of spending
patterns, or the performance of health and
social-development indicators, the evidence
paints a consistent picture of an adminis-
tration that has not eªectively prioritized
the well-being of Venezuela’s poor.∂

19_Alvarez_158-162.qxd  5/13/08  2:57 PM  Page 162

Return to Table of Contents



Response

Does Osama Still Call the Shots?

Debating the Containment of al Qaeda’s Leadership

substantial and will grow if vigilance is
relaxed. I wrote, “Al Qaeda Central is of
course not dead, but it is still contained
operationally. . . . The surviving leaders of
al Qaeda are undoubtedly still plotting to
do harm to various countries in the world
and have the expertise to do so, but they are
hampered by the global security measures
that have been put in place.” And one of my
recommendations is that “the core group of
people who comprise al Qaeda Central—
those who have blood on their hands or
are plotting against the United States—
must be eliminated or captured and tried
for their crimes.” 

Hoªman portrays Leaderless Jihad as a
simple-minded polemic and ignores the
subtleties of its arguments. In the process,
he neglects its main point, namely, that
the threat from al Qaeda and its progeny
has evolved over time. The process of
radicalization is still going on but now
proceeds in a hostile, post-9/11, wired
environment, resulting in a social structure
comprised of disconnected groups. The
core of the book centers on my description
of the four-pronged process of radicaliza-
tion, which explains the diªerence between
the terrorist threat in Europe and that in

The Reality of 
Grass-Roots Terrorism

marc sageman

I am compelled to respond to Bruce
Hoªman’s review essay, “The Myth of
Grass-Roots Terrorism” (May/June 2008),
in which he substantially misrepresents
my new book, Leaderless Jihad, ignoring
all of its main points while making up
others that appear nowhere in it.

Most serious, Hoªman blatantly mis-
represents my position on the status of
al Qaeda’s central leadership. He writes,
“Leaderless Jihad ’s salient weakness is its
insistence that this dimension [informal
local terrorist groups] represents the entire
threat facing the United States today.” He
adds, “According to Sageman, al Qaeda has
ceased to exist as either an organizational
or an operational entity” and claims that
“the grass-roots dimension . . . is Leaderless
Jihad ’s sole preoccupation.” Because he
repeats this mischaracterization numerous
times, the reader is seriously misled.

What the book actually says is that
the threat from this core group is still

[ 163]
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the United States. I show how the Internet
has enabled a new wave of terrorist wan-
nabes, who now constitute the main—
but not the entire—threat to the West.
However, this new wave has been com-
pletely neglected in recent analyses of
terrorism; I can find no other source
providing a comprehensive examination
of this new phenomenon. This is why
my book is focused more on the new
than the old. Missing the evolution of
the threat condemns us to keep fighting
the last war. 

Hoªman claims that homegrown,
spontaneously self-organizing groups
of friends who become terrorists are a
“myth.” But this is completely at odds
with the evidence found in trial tran-
scripts from Australia, Canada, France,
Germany, the Netherlands, Spain, the
United Kingdom, and the United States,
not to mention what I have heard from
law enforcement agencies around the
world during my extensive consultations
with them. Even Hoªman acknowledges
the importance of these “radicalized
‘bunches of guys’ ” in the last two sentences
of his review, and our practical recommen-
dations are not that far apart. 

Disagreements among experts are the
driving force of the scientific enterprise.
However, science has some rules for set-
tling such arguments. These rules do not
condone taking quotes out of context and
building a straw man through gross mis-
representation and then subjecting him
to a hatchet job. Hoªman chastises me
for lacking deference to authority, noting
what he calls my “brusque dismissal of
much of the existing academic literature.”
I plead guilty to the charge. In science,
the strength of the evidence should trump
loyalty to authority. But far from dismissing
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work that is relevant, I engage with it.
My book spends several pages, for ex-
ample, carefully weighing Hoªman’s
own argument that al Qaeda is on the
march, only to come down against it on
the basis of empirical evidence. And
contrary to Hoªman’s implication that
I ignore British exceptionalism, I deal
with it explicitly and explain it.

Furthermore, although it is important
to deal with the relevant literature, the
real focus should be on empirical data.
Hoªman likes to cite as evidence secondary
sources and political statements (National
Intelligence Estimate summaries, tran-
scripts of congressional testimony, and
the work of other experts). But there is no
substitute for careful scrutiny of primary
sources, field research, and analysis of
court documents (in which suspected
terrorists challenge government claims).

Hoªman acknowledges that the first
chapter of my book is about methodology
but later comments that my book “has a
surprisingly curt discussion of methodol-
ogy.” To learn from him, I looked for the
section on methodology in his book Inside
Terrorism—but there was none. Hoªman
mistakenly characterizes my call for “middle-
range analysis” as evidence that I favor
“analyzing terrorism from an individual
perspective rather than taking an organi-
zational or collective approach.” This
was a surprise to me, as both my books
explicitly reject the individual perspective.
In the field, my view of terrorism is known
as the “bunch of guys” theory, and it is a
collective perspective.

My work attempts a paradigm shift
toward a new, evidence-based standard in
terrorism research. Hoªman accurately
quotes my description of much of the ex-
isting literature as amounting to “nothing

more than arguments made for the sake
of scoring political points.” His review is
an excellent illustration of this practice.

marc sageman is Founder and
Principal of Sageman Consulting LLC
and Scholar in Residence at the New York
City Police Department.

Hoffman Replies
A book titled Leaderless Jihad would seem
to explain itself. I was therefore both puz-
zled to read Marc Sageman’s statement
that the threat posed by al Qaeda Central
“is still substantial” and relieved to see that
Sageman has finally recognized the con-
tinued danger posed by al Qaeda’s central-
ized command-and-control apparatus.

Three or four years ago, Sageman’s
“bunch of guys” bottom-up thesis about
the nature of the contemporary terrorist
threat may have seemed compelling.
Less was known then about the extent
to which al Qaeda had regrouped and
reorganized along Pakistan’s border with
Afghanistan. But ever since the July 7,
2005, attacks in London and the plot
to bomb airplanes over the Atlantic that
was foiled in August 2006, evidence has
continually come to light about al Qaeda
Central’s top-down direction of these
and other operations. 

Rather than address such facts, however,
Sageman claims that I have mischaracter-
ized his work and selectively quoted him
out of context. I have not. The book’s very
first paragraph—exactly the place one
would expect to find an author’s statement
concerning the fundamental thesis of his
work—argues that “the present threat has
evolved from a structured group of al Qaeda
masterminds, controlling vast resources
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and issuing commands, to a multitude
of informal local groups,” and the rest of
the book expands on that point. 

As for methodology, Sageman writes
in these pages that “in science, the strength
of the evidence should trump loyalty to
authority.” But he seems not to understand
that science is cumulative. Sageman pub-
licly shared his data on the “bunches of
guys” he studied for his last book, Under-
standing Terror Networks, but he has not
done the same with his data for Leaderless
Jihad. The type of appendix that appeared
in the first book, with the names of his
subjects and brief biographies, is absent
from the second. It is therefore impossible
for a reader to determine if Sageman’s new
evidence really is superior to other existing
data. It is also curious that an author
who rails in his book against scholars who
supposedly rely on information from
“mysterious sources—anonymous tips
from the ‘intelligence community’—that
cannot be verified” defends himself by
citing “what I have heard from law enforce-
ment agencies around the world during
my extensive consultations with them.”

Sageman alleges that my review of
Leaderless Jihad was written “for the sake of
scoring political points.” This is oªensive
and absurd. I have been arguing that 
al Qaeda is on the march, not on the run,
for two years now—long before doing so
was either fashionable or accepted wisdom
inside the U.S. government or out. I

reached this conclusion on the basis
of empirical evidence indicating that
al Qaeda Central had reconstituted itself
in Pakistan’s tribal frontier areas and from
that base was again actively directing and
initiating international terrorist operations
on a grand scale. This dispute is not about
personalities or politics or recondite aca-
demic theories but about the true nature of
the United States’ most pressing national
security concerns. In such circumstances,
the need for meticulous research and
accurate analysis could not be greater.∂
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