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			To people everywhere 
longing to express their freedom 
and secure their rights—
this book is for you.
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			PREFACE

			 

			 

			At about the time of President Barack Obama’s first inauguration, I began to compile material for a book on the foreign policy speeches of presidents from George Washington to George W. Bush. I felt no urgency. But as the foreign policy approach of President Obama and his secretary of state Hillary Clinton was articulated and put into place, I felt, first, a sense of dread, then, a sense of urgent purpose. Why would they disregard our best foreign policy principles, traditions, and strategies? And why was there so little discussion of the drastic change their approach entailed? Further, why did those analysts who did question President Obama’s foreign policy give Secretary Clinton a “pass”? I began to do intense in-time research, looking at every action, every word that affected America’s stance toward the world, and position in the world. Once I dug in, I knew I would write this book.

			A Perilous Path records and assesses the Obama administration’s foreign policy ideas and decisions, and reveals how we got into the mess we’re in now—with the Arab Spring in shambles; Syria a cataclysm; Iraq, Yemen, Lebanon, Libya, and Ukraine in crisis; the Middle East beset by terrorism; Iran and North Korea ever closer to becoming serious nuclear powers; the Russian “reset” an obvious failure; the Iranian, Russian, and Syrian regimes increasingly aligned and aggressive; China flexing its geopolitical muscle; Islamic extremism, anti-Semitism, persecution of Christians, and targeting of religious minorities on the rise; human rights violations, violence, and global instability much worse than in 2008; and democratic allies and pro-democracy groups disillusioned with the United States.

			American foreign policy at its best combines moral and practical concerns. It emphasizes the security of the free world (necessary in a world where global threats lie just beneath the surface) and the principles of freedom (essential to expanding the realm of human dignity). Some American presidents and secretaries of state have emphasized either the exigencies of power or democratic ideals, but none have emphasized neither—until now. Too often, Obama, Clinton, second-term secretary of state John Kerry, and their foreign policy teams stood idle as terrible events unfolded, as if the United States were the least influential country in the world. The result of de-emphasizing American power and American ideals is a more hostile, more oppressive world.

			Nowhere do concerns of the heart and of the mind so converge and recoil as in response to today’s foreign policy—a policy that ignores human rights, caters to dictators, “deconstructs” national security strategy, and degrades democratic principles. I wrote A Perilous Path because I believe we are on the wrong path, a dangerous and immoral one. We are paying too little attention to America’s geopolitical position in the world and too little attention to the world’s suffering and oppressed. We are inadequately focused on growing threats from hostile regimes and extremists, and on the growing number of people who are traumatized, hardened, or radicalized through repression, indoctrination, and displacement. 

			This book is a lament for the brave young Iranians (now missing, dead, or facing routine torture) who marched to the future chanting, “Obama are you with us?” It is a heartfelt American apology to the Syrian people, whose movement for freedom was at first a genuine democracy movement (and for many Syrians still is) who long ago gave up asking, “Don’t you see what Assad is doing to us?” It is for the poor souls in the ghastly camps of North Korea, a country where the human rights situation is so dire that the country itself can be said to be a concentration camp. It is for the United States I used to know that valued freedom above all else and for an American foreign policy tradition rooted in democratic ideals. It is, finally, a tribute to the post–World War II presidents and secretaries of state who did so much to protect the free world, to project principles of political freedom and human worth, and to ensure that a world war would never happen again. 

			American foreign policy today rejects the idea of “peace through strength” and denies the power of truth when it is raised up against propaganda. It revolves around “talking” with tyrants, being careful not to offend them, and offering them concessions in exchange for keeping their ruthlessness confined within their own borders. As it was when Nazi Germany and the Empire of Japan ascended, truth is being sacrificed on the altar of hope and fear: hope that radical regimes will be reasonable if presented with the right diplomatic openings, and fear that if we “insult” hostile powers we’ll provoke them. We’ve sold others short, and we’ve sold ourselves short as well. 

			 

		


		
			Author’s Note

			 

			I wrote this book in a continuous stream as events unfolded. It is based upon in-time research and analysis, and includes documents, speeches, congressional testimony, political commentary, and historical works that were available at the time. I benefited from Capitol Hill briefings, and from participating in or attending forums and panels at the James Madison Program in American Ideals and Institutions, the United States Institute of Peace, the Liberty Fund, the Foreign Policy Initiative, the Heritage Foundation, the Institute of Current World Affairs, the American Political Science Association, and the Fund for American Studies. I resisted the temptation to rely upon memoirs by those who served in the administration or to read other authors’ books on President Obama’s foreign policy. I did not want to jeopardize what is hopefully a freshness and independence of thought in this book by relying on latter-day criticism or latter-day flattery. I wanted to show how little attention was paid to escalating hostilities and atrocities early on. Before Syria devolved into chaos, Russia invaded Ukraine, China engaged in frenzied island building in the South China Sea, and Iran secured an advantageous nuclear deal, there was need for focus on the amoral, anti-strategic trajectory of American foreign policy. I hope this will serve as a cautionary tale about the perils of complacency.

		


		
			Chapter 1

			 

			THE STAGE IS SET

			Forgotten History and Lessons 
of World War II and the Cold War

			 

			 

			After Adolf Hitler and the Axis powers put the world through living hell, there were lessons to be learned. The “total war” wrought by Nazi Germany and the Empire of Japan was an apocalypse. Sixty million casualties, the Holocaust, mass executions of civilians, death marches, routine torture of POWs, and the desecration of everything held sacred to religions and civilizations were among the markers of this extraordinary period.

			If anything good were to come from all this loss, it would be our new understanding of what allows totalitarians to come to power, to consolidate power, and to make war. From now on, we would see the signs. We would do things differently. With these lessons of history absorbed, recorded, and analyzed, we would avoid another Hitler, wouldn’t we? We would prevent genocide, stop expansionist aggression in its tracks, and counter fascist ideologies with ideas of political freedom and human worth. We would keep both the ideals and the armies of totalitarians at bay. We finally, collectively, knew that if we did not take the lead in influencing and helping others, they would take the lead in diminishing and harming us. We finally, collectively, saw the folly of isolationism and of unilateral disarmament. In a world where global threats and fanaticism lay just beneath the surface, America had to enhance its defenses and project its principles. 

			Although the Allied powers emerged victorious from World War II, the United States was the only country with a tradition of political liberty that also had the moral stature and the economic and military power to lead the free world’s postwar efforts. Thus, the twentieth century became the “American Century,” a phrase first coined by magazine publisher Henry Luce in a 1941 editorial. This was a period in which fascists and communists often met their match in the ideals, the power, and the resolve of the American people.

			It must be stipulated that America’s greatest successes came when its influence was used, but was not misused, overused, or unwisely used. However, it must also be emphasized: None of our successes came from downplaying atrocities, from denying or ignoring the aggression of hostile powers, from appeasing tyrants, from buying security and comfort at the expense of those living in camps and political prisons, from standing up for no one or standing for nothing. Each time the free world outdid the world of repression and horror, it did so with an emphasis on the differences between the two and a willingness to make sacrifices to keep the one world safe from the other. When the Cold War ended with communist dictatorships collapsing one after another, this was a victory not just for our military and material power, but also for the human rights and individual rights that the free world, at its best, embodies. 

			Everyone who witnessed the Soviet empire unravel and combust knew this instinctively, if not enthusiastically. Mesmerized, the world watched as Berliners “tore down” their wall, as joyful, hope-filled East Germans streamed across to the West, as the Solidarity movement triumphantly soared to success in Poland, and as, all across the Eastern Bloc, Soviet-sponsored dictatorships succumbed to the human spirit. Inspired by American freedom and success and eager to form their own democratic republics, country after country looked to the US Constitution and Declaration of Independence for inspiration and guidance.

			After all of this, who would believe that presidential candidates would deem foreign policy of relative unimportance and base their campaigns entirely on the economy?1 Who would then believe, in a post-9/11 world, when what French intellectual Jean-François Revel called “the totalitarian temptation” was a clear and present danger—not only in the form of terrorism in service to extremist ideologies, but also in the form of terror-sponsoring states that sought nuclear weapons and kept dissenters in prisons and torture chambers—that we would have a president, Barack Obama and secretary of state, Hillary Clinton, who treated the problems of people living under totalitarian rule as matters of indifference to American foreign policy? They were such matters of indifference that speaking out for the people living within the dark night of totalitarianism and dictatorship was deemed “arrogant” and “counterproductive,” while speaking with the brutal heads of these regimes, even when they declared our destruction as their goal and broke treaties before our eyes, was deemed the progressive and sensible approach. And, who would believe our new approach to the world would go even further than that—that it would call for the partial but unilateral dismantling of our defense structure, and the diminution of our democratic ideals? 

			Engagement, outreach, and indulgent negotiations—with tyrants—have, remarkably, become a defining feature of American foreign policy. It has become the policy of the United States to downplay the differences between democracies and nondemocratic states, to discount the role ideology plays in those differences, and to provide hostile adversaries with enabling compromises and friendly gestures. 

			Since President Obama and Secretary Clinton refashioned US policy, the United States has expended more effort in creating good relations with dictatorships and dictators than in strengthening alliances with democracies young and old, and in encouraging and disseminating ideas of freedom. In a manner befitting Greek tragedy, we have given potential enemies just the words, the support, and the time they need to succeed, while we have left potential friends to fend for themselves, thus forcing them back into the orbit and control of nondemocratic powers all too eager to “help” them. 

			All of this could have been avoided if we had paid even casual attention to the lessons of World War II. Remember the refrain “Never again”? It was born out of reaction to Hitler’s concentration camps. It stated the importance of focusing on the suffering and repression of others, not just ourselves. It warned of complacency, for how many at first thought that what was happening in Germany, Austria, Poland, and Czechoslovakia was not our problem? It implied that, had not so many individuals and nations looked the other way, Hitler’s plan for world domination would not have come so close to fruition. 

			Hitler’s ascendancy taught us not only of the danger of complacency but also of the danger of ideas, for the Nazi movement, which Hitler defined as a “struggle,” was not primarily geopolitical, but rather ideological. Nazism was a toxic brew of nihilism, socialism, racism, determinism, nationalism, atheism, economic expansionism, and territorial imperialism. Indeed, the story of the twentieth century is the story of unchecked “central planners,” lusting for power and fueled by ideologies that deny the existence of human rights and the innate worth of individuals. 

			The “will to power” actuated in the terrible cruelties of the twentieth century bore little resemblance to the American understanding of will, as in free will, but it spoke volumes about the obstacles with which the American tradition was faced. Let us pause, then, to look at, and learn from, Hitler’s rise to power and his near success in achieving his goal of a radically new world order. 

			 

			■  ■  ■

			 

			Shell-shocked from World War I, holding onto the hope that that war, in all its obvious horror, had been “the war to end all wars”—finding it impossible to believe that the world would ever subject itself to such horror again—the Western powers signed disarmament treaties and focused on the economic side of relations between states. Many believed that the connected and global nature of modern economic activity would lead to more peaceful political ties. Although some feared the rise of communist and fascist ideologies in Russia and Germany, the socialist and statist aspects of these ideologies appealed to those who were tired of the “messy” business of checks and powers and parliamentary procedure and longed for a more efficient path to what we now call social justice. Even among those who saw how hostile German and Russian ideas were to democracy, there were many who convinced themselves that accepting our differences was requisite for peace; we might not agree with Nazism or Bolshevism, but we could “live and let live” for the sake of avoiding war. If hostility ever actually manifested itself, negotiation was to be the first line of defense. Negotiation was rightly considered an underused tool in a world that, until then, had allowed small shifts in the balance of power to lead to seismic conflagrations. 

			The attempt to use negotiation to solve the problem of Hitler’s military mobilization and acts of war is often acknowledged as the crucial lesson: While England and France negotiated, Hitler continued on with his plans, violated every agreement, and played England and France for fools. Seen through the lens of history, the attempt to conciliate Germany, even when it meant allowing others to absorb Hitler’s aggression, is a lesson in the dangerous futility of appeasement and the moral vacuity of self-absorption. As the most widely acknowledged case in point, Czechoslovakia, the only new democracy surviving the post–World War I settlement, was, in the words of British historian Ian Kershaw, “deserted by its friends and devoured by its enemies.”2 The case of Czechoslovakia remains instructive.

			Czechoslovakia’s “Sudeten Crisis” was fanned by Nazi propaganda that claimed Sudeten Germans were a brutally oppressed Czechoslovakian minority and by Sudeten Nazis under the leadership of Konrad Henlein who intentionally provoked turmoil and violence. The Nazi propaganda machine operated according to Hitler’s assertions that “if you tell a big enough lie and tell it frequently enough, it will be believed” and that “the victor will never be asked if he told the truth.” 

			Although the French at first reminded Germany of their mutual aid pact with the Czechs, with Britain and Russia following suit, the closer Germany came to war, the more other powers retracted, desiring above all else to avoid war themselves. Through the mission of Lord Walter Runciman and other diplomatic efforts, the British pressured the Czechs to comply with German demands. Czech president Eduard Benes eventually bowed to the pressure, but the Germans added more demands, with Hitler ramping up his tirades. Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain decided he needed to meet with Hitler personally, and came away from the meeting convinced that “self-determination” for the Sudetens would satisfy German claims. Again, the British pressured the Czechs to compromise, this time by giving up territory in exchange for guarantees against unprovoked aggression. Without options or allies, the Czechs yielded again, and their concessions were formalized when Chamberlain, Hitler, Italian dictator Benito Mussolini, and French prime minister Edouard Daladier met at Munich, where they signed a pact turning the Sudetenland over to Germany. 

			The rest is history, so to speak. Hitler was, of course, not satisfied with the Sudetenland. One Nazi conquest would follow another. After the rape of Czechoslovakia (which was followed by the subjugation of Poland and Austria), the British Cabinet endorsed Chamberlain’s change of policy, which was based on his realization that “no reliance could be placed on any of the assurances given by the Nazi leaders.” As Kershaw puts it, “The old policy of trying to come to terms with dictatorships on the assumption that they had limited aims was no longer possible. The policy had shifted from trying to appease Hitler to attempting to deter him. In any new aggression, Germany would be faced at the outset with the choice of pulling back or going to war.”3 And so reads the history of the failed Munich process.

			In response to today’s “political science” approach, which sometimes reduces politics to impersonal statistics, it should be noted that Chamberlain and Lord Runciman bear personal responsibility for abetting Hitler’s conquest of Czechoslovakia. As William L. Shirer recorded in his important Berlin Diary, they “sold the Czechs short” by ingratiating the Nazis, continuously pressuring the Czechs to give in to Nazi demands and failing to pressure German leaders. Chamberlain even displayed solidarity with Hitler by appearing publicly with him after agreeing to personally convey Hitler’s demands to Czech Prime Minister Benes. (The propaganda value of such gestures should not be underestimated.) Shirer’s September 30, 1938, entry from Munich reads as follows: 

			 

			It’s all over. . . . Thus the two “democracies” even assent to letting Hitler get by with his Sportpalast boast that he would get his Sudetenland by October 1. He gets everything he wanted, except that he has to wait a few days longer for all of it. His waiting ten short days has saved the peace of Europe—a curious commentary on this sick, decadent continent. So far as I’ve been able to observe during these last, strangely unreal twenty-four hours, Daladier and Chamberlain never pressed for a single concession from Hitler. They never got together alone once and made no effort to present some kind of common “democratic” front to the two Caesars. Hitler met Mussolini early yesterday at Kufstein and they made their plans. Daladier and Chamberlain arrived by separate planes and didn’t even deem it useful to lunch together yesterday to map out their strategy, though the two dictators did. Czechoslovakia, which is asked to make all the sacrifices so that Europe may have peace, was not consulted here at any stage of the talks. . . . Their protests, we hear, were practically laughed off by the elder statesman [Chamberlain].4 

			 

			There is another lesson beneath the well-known (but increasingly overlooked) lesson of “appeasement at Munich.” A lesson that emerges from a deeper look is the futility of negotiating without possessing enough force to gain leverage and enough conviction to have a line not worth crossing. As Professors Norrin M. Ripsman and Jack S. Levy demonstrate, French political leaders wanted to take a firmer stand against Germany in the crisis over the Rhineland in 1936 and over Czechoslovakia in 1938—even at the risk of war. England itself, they show, was not simply naïve about German intentions.5 But, England’s weak military position fostered “the logic of appeasement,” for the disarmament England and the West had enthusiastically embraced after World War I had weakened England’s negotiating hand: “British leaders were unwilling to confront Germany in either crisis because they believed that Germany had already surpassed Britain and France in military strength, that Britain was particularly vulnerable to an attack from the air in 1938, and that consequently a war would be too costly. They believed, however, that the underlying trends in military power, which could be accelerated by British rearmament, pointed to both a reversal in the balance of power and enhanced British security against an air attack within a few years.”6 

			This is not to excuse Chamberlain. He not only failed to challenge and confront Hitler, he enabled him. Still, Ripsman and Levy remind us that Chamberlain’s government didn’t simply accept Hitler’s territorial advances. British leaders hoped to forestall German aggression through disarmament negotiations and through redressing some of Germany’s grievances. They hoped that negotiating from a relatively weak position would buy them time to negotiate from a stronger position, thus thwarting the threatening growth of German power. 

			But it was Germany, not Britain, that knew how to use negotiations to buy time. While England placed hopes in negotiations, Hitler negotiated not out of hope but out of a calculated assessment that talking would buy precious time. By encouraging the deception that Germany was amenable to some ultimate compromise, negotiations lessened the urgency and gravity with which Germany’s rearmament and expansionism were seen. By the time England realized compromise never had been in the cards, it was too late: Austria and Czechoslovakia had been subjugated and Germany’s military had strengthened to the point that Germany was poised for its next act of war. 

			 

			■  ■  ■

			 

			Today, we must ask: Did Iran’s occasional willingness to negotiate regarding its nuclear program have the same calculated end? We shall see that the preponderance of evidence supports this conclusion. When we look at the history of Germany then and of Iran today, we are justified in asking: Are some regimes so radicalized and bent on control of their populations, so mired in deception and propaganda, and so opportunistically determined to expand power that negotiation, for them, is necessarily a ruse—unless, that is, opposing power is aligned so overwhelmingly against them that they have no existential choice but to compromise? Are we Americans, war-weary ourselves from involvement in Afghanistan and Iraq, allowing ourselves to be deceived by duplicitous authoritarian leaders? 

			These questions beg another: Are some leaders so fanatical that, even when it is irrational and ultimately self-defeating, they relentlessly pursue a destructive course? The picture of Hitler facing a clearly lost war, holed up in his bunker and about to commit suicide, and yet ordering eleven-year-olds to the battlefield and calling for the execution of any German who surrendered, is not one of a man willing to face the realities of power. So much for the popular academic assumption that even fanatical dictators are “rational actors” who can be led by the “international community” toward constructive compromise.

			Hitler might not have been a “rational actor” when it came to his lust for personal power and German glory and his hate-filled fanaticism, but Hitler was a very clever man. He played Western guilt and the Western longing for peace for all they were worth. The Treaty of Versailles had left the West, especially Britain, with a guilt complex. Hitler used the language of democracies to deceive democracies, and to weaken their resolve. Negotiating not only gave Hitler time to build German armaments, mobilize German armies, and unify the German people behind the Nazi cause. It also gave him the opportunity to extend his masterful powers of persuasion outward. Hitler claimed Germany’s rearmament and invasion of foreign soil were only right given the wrongs of Versailles and used lies and fervor to back his claim.

			As political science professor Stacie Goddard shows, Hitler skillfully and successfully used rhetoric that appealed to such accepted democratic concepts as “collective engagement.”7 Using our own precepts to lure us in, Hitler insisted Germany was only seeking “self-determination” for German ethnic groups and “appropriate reconciliation” in Czechoslovakia. All Germany was asking for was “equality,” “justice,” and, yes, “peace.” Indeed, Hitler argued that the Versailles Treaty made Germany unequal and promised that rectifying the imbalance would lead directly to peace. I would add that Hitler also used such rhetoric to assure war-weary Germans that obedience to Hitler’s Reich would not translate into assent to war. Witness, for example, Hitler’s March 17, 1935 proclamation: 

			 

			In this hour the German government renews before the German people and before the entire world its assurance of its determination never to proceed beyond the safeguarding of German honour and the freedom of the Reich, and especially it does not intend in rearming Germany to create any instrument for warlike attack, but, on the contrary, exclusively for defense and thereby the maintenance of the peace. In so doing, the Reich government expresses the confident hope that the German people, having again obtained their own honour, may be privileged in independent equality to make their contribution towards the pacification of the world in free and open co-operation with other nations.8 

			 

			Kershaw describes the powerful effect Hitler’s propaganda had on England: “Trapped in the rhetoric of collective security, many Britains saw Churchill’s calls for alliances and rearmament as ‘unrealistic’ and ‘unfair.’ Enough Britains were fooled by Hitler’s rhetoric that the British government was put on the defensive. Cabinet and parliamentary members themselves had a very hard time not falling for the rhetoric. Thus, it was an amiable visit to Germany by Lord Halifax in 1937 that confirmed in Hitler’s mind that Britain would do nothing in response to German action against Austria. Thus, weeks of anti-Czech propaganda convinced not only most Germans but many Britains to believe that the issue was ‘the despicable persecution of the German minority,’ not the military destruction of Czechoslovakia.”9 

			The tragic truth is that duplicitous Hitler had revealed his real opinion about “democratic rules” in Mein Kampf and earlier speeches. For example, in Munich on September 18, 1922, he had asserted, “Ideas such as Democracy, Majority, Conscience of the World, World Solidarity, World Peace, Internationality of Art, etc. disintegrate our race-consciousness, breed cowardice, and so today we are bound to say that the simple Turk is more man than we are.” 

			We must see that, today as then, oppressive regimes expend massive energy and resources spreading certain ideas through propaganda and stamping out others through repression. It is no small fact that Nazi Germany had a “Minister of Propaganda” and that Hitler rose to power on his credentials as a propagandist. (Similarly, Kim Jong-il of North Korea proved himself capable of succeeding his father by working in the propaganda department in his youth.) After the First World War, Hitler engaged in propaganda work for the short-lived socialist government in Munich. His track record in propaganda and “anti-subversive activity” was recognized by Captain Karl Mayr, so that when Hitler switched to the anti-Bolshevist side, Mayr appointed him Reichswehr Propagandist and Informant. 

			Mayr made a brilliant choice. Hitler drew larger and larger crowds in the beer halls, proving to be a fiery, charismatic, and inspirational speaker. Hitler saw ideas as “tools of mobilization” and expertly excited his listeners with extreme nationalism combined with anti-capitalist tirades, which included the demand for punishment of “profiteers and speculators.” Increasingly, in his inflammatory rhetoric, the sins of profiteers became equated with the sins of Jews. But Hitler knew enough about the human nature Nazis were so determined to re-create to know he had to make evil look like a justifiable means to a good end. While he mobilized the masses by stirring up hatred against the “other,” he also promised national redemption and national unity. He railed against the corruption and inefficiency of party politics and proclaimed his way the way to efficient government and a strong economy. Jews and others, he claimed, were intentionally holding Germany back from a glorious, idyllic, and peaceful future. 

			Hitler’s skill in rallying the German people toward the Nazi cause was so great that he was voted in as chairman of the National Socialist Party; from then on, his dictatorial power was widely welcomed and accepted. Where it was not accepted, it was imposed through intimidation and brutality. The Führer cult and the rapid rise of the Nazi Party were fueled by a propaganda machine so “total” that it enveloped all of German society. 

			A reading of Karl Dietrich Bracher’s The German Dictatorship shows, however, that Hitler knew that even well-indoctrinated revolutionaries often turn against their leaders.10 Hitler’s strategy for preventing those who had joined his revolution from turning against him was to so pit the German people against each other that they opposed each other more than they opposed him. He made sure that for every person who wanted to destroy him, there was another who would weaken that person before he could act. Embracing contradictions as ways to confuse and divide the populace, German propaganda simultaneously touted unity and redemption, hate and division. 

			Because of Hitler’s success in rallying the German people to his fanatical cause, postwar thinkers urged us to focus not only on the danger of appeasement, the folly of negotiating from a position of weakness, and the need for a strong defense, but also on the power and the danger of ideas themselves. In the buildup to the war, very few in the West had taken Hitler’s extremist words seriously; they preferred to focus on his other words, of peace and unity. As Michael A. Ledeen points out in his book Accomplice to Evil, there were even academic debates about what Hitler really meant by the word “elimination” in reference to the Jews. He also observes, as have others, that in the 1930s and 1940s, President Franklin Roosevelt’s foreign policy team, the New York Times, and the State Department all did more to downplay German atrocities than to expose them. 

			The same willingness to downplay atrocities was granted the Japanese. Although nine out of ten Americans who were captured by the Japanese were subjected to marches, imprisonment, torture, or execution, survivors were encouraged to remain silent about their ordeal. In addition, powerful people in the State Department silenced reports of Soviets capturing our POWs and taking them to horrible fates, never to be heard of again. As if we today need any more evidence that bureaucracy can sometimes suck the soul out of people, the Soviet Union’s horrific treatment of Cossacks, anti-communists, POWs, Poles, Ukrainians, and even of kidnapped US soldiers were all covered up by our own bureaucracy during the war, and downplayed after the war.11 

			What most frustrated postwar thinkers about this was that, again, truth was being sacrificed on the altar of hope and fear: hope that radical regimes would be reasonable if presented with the right diplomatic openings, and fear that, if we “insulted” hostile powers, we might make the situation worse. This hope and fear, which too often guides American foreign policy today, denies the power of truth when it is raised up against propaganda, and denies the power of ideas themselves. 

			Modern intellectual trends support this mind-set. Many view ideas as “merely” subjective opinions, but view history as a strong, impersonal, mechanistic force. Speaking out against tyranny and tyrannical ideas is thereby demoted, while accommodation—even with those whose ideas are radically antidemocratic—is promoted. History, in this view (which stems from Marxism), is an inevitable march toward progress, even if radical regimes throw an occasional wrench in the system. Such determinism might be implied when Hillary Clinton proclaims that this or that person is (or is not) on the “right side of history.” It is as if abstract history is more important than in-the-flesh humanity, and belief in progress more important than the choices and statements human beings actually make. 

			Would “history” perhaps have been different if people in the West, not to mention in Germany itself, had called Hitler’s hate-filled ideas and rhetoric just what they were—if human beings had actively argued against and resisted Hitler’s inhumane world view? The reply that by the time people understood Hitler’s intentions it was “too late” is inadequate. For, as skillful as Hitler was at making bad look good, he also provided ample evidence of just how bad his plans were. Mein Kampf saw history as an all-out struggle in which the Aryan was being undermined by the “parasitic Jew.” Jews were depicted as the sinister force behind both the Bolshevism and the capitalism Hitler despised. By 1922, Hitler had written a second book in which he laid out both the German quest for “lebensraum” (living space, which provided the excuse for the invasion of foreign soil) and the mandate of destroying “Jewish Bolshevism.” In public speech after public speech, Hitler promoted both anti-Semitic and expansionist goals, while portraying nationalism and socialism as fused engines of a new, all-powerful German state. What we now call central planning was to replace every independent entity and idea throughout the Reich.

			Hitler very nearly succeeded in these domestic and foreign goals. Most Germans moved in cult-like fashion “toward the Führer” and toward the state, which had become one; the Führer was Germany. Hitler and his propaganda machine successfully indoctrinated “the masses” with the help of the anti-individualist segment of European philosophy that exalts the state, promotes the militarization of civil society, glorifies obedience and authority rather than freedom and autonomy, and rejects everything the American polity at heart stands for: individual rights, the rule of law, pluralism, peaceful relations between states, and the sanctity of human life. As Karl Dietrich Bracher shows, the anti-individualist philosophy was already especially popular in Germany and was embraced by the German intelligentsia—by professors, writers, teachers, civil servants, and industrialists “who were more readily seduced by the siren of antidemocratic, anti-individualist and irrational ideologies than were their counterparts in other countries.” By the time Hitler became chancellor, agreement with and complicity to his malevolent ideas was strong throughout German society, and was just as strong among average Germans as among party, industry, and cultural leaders.

			It is important to emphasize, however, that, although totalitarian movements fed upon and inflamed cultural biases and resentments, totalitarian movements were defined by rejection of cultural, legal, societal, and religious norms—by the rejection of inherited truths, whether those truths were biblical or civilizational. The past was irrelevant. It was the idyllic future that mattered, and whatever brutal means it took to achieve the ever-elusive utopia were justified by the idea that the only truth that mattered was the new one. As Vladimir Tisma˘neanu demonstrates in his powerful book The Devil in History, both fascism and communism, both Hitler and Stalin, used an atheistic, nihilistic, anti-moral, anti-human rights worldview to spurn God the Creator and to become creators themselves—of new men, new societies, new international world orders.

			In sum, Hitler’s rise owed itself not only to the ruthless consolidation of power, but also to the successful dissemination of a hate-filled ideology, which made it acceptable to devalue human life and not only to disregard human suffering but to revel in inflicting it. Hitler’s conquests of foreign peoples, in which soldiers were instructed to cast aside notions of human decency and to torture POWs, and his brutal repression of Jews, Catholics, and others, were greeted with mass acclaim. 

			With all this hardness and indifference to human suffering underlying Nazi successes, and at the core of fascism in general, is it any wonder that author Peter Viereck insisted upon the value not of hardheaded realism but of “softmindedness”? As Viereck saw it, the lesson of World War II was not just that we needed better defenses and geopolitical structures; it was also that we needed better hearts. He thought the lesson was clear enough that we wouldn’t have to learn it again: “After enduring both world wars, Alfred North Whitehead concluded, ‘The future of civilization depends on a moral approach to all problems.’ ‘All’ includes politics and economics. Our most creative anti-communist thinkers are increasingly in accord with Whitehead’s conclusion. . . . Disillusionment with the Munich-Yalta era has made the best Anglo-American social thought more receptive than ever before to a salutary softmindedness. In view of the aftermaths of both Munich and Yalta, expediency turns out to be less expedient, realism less realistic, than the old-fashioned Victorian decency of being so ‘bigoted’ that you feel prejudiced against murderers.”12

			Indeed, after the war, the best thinkers understood that moral concerns and power concerns were intertwined, and that giving up either or both revealed a poverty of will and a poverty of spirit. How far we are from that realization today, when so many of our political and academic leaders insist that we overlook what’s going on within horrible regimes as the best way to achieve peace and harmony between nations. For every word and gesture of outreach to dictators and totalitarians by the Obama foreign policy team, there have been infinitely more moments of silence and indifference to the individuals within these regimes, who routinely suffer from repression, imprisonment, torture, disappearances, and execution. As we shall see, President Obama’s version of what Viereck calls “tough-mindedness” is so great that even saying heartfelt words for the people within North Korea is rejected for the sake of the “diplomatic process” and for the one-world vision that teaches “tolerance” even of regimes that commit atrocities. 

			Engagement, outreach, and diplomacy are indispensable tools of American foreign policy, but we are paying too little attention to the political, moral, and strategic goals of American foreign policy. These goals are said to indicate the arrogance of American power; for the sake of a unified world, we are urged to discard them and to see the diplomatic process as an end in itself. Many of us now recoil from American attempts to influence events and ideas in dangerous parts of the world, fearing that influence will translate into military involvement. Since the Iraq War, many have succumbed to the either-or assumption that either we refrain from an active foreign policy or we’ll end up with “boots on the ground.” Yet, if we learned anything from World War II, it is that war is more likely when democratic nations bury their heads in the sand and retreat from the world stage. Scaling down our defenses and doing nothing to defend democratic principles allows the escalation of atrocities, weapons programs, and hostilities, and only increases the chance that we’ll be forced into war by events spiraling out of control.

			The in-vogue worldview places a premium on comfort, harmony, and prosperity and insists that we can have them if only we stop insulting others with “standards” and “values.” (Instead, we are to emphasize “common interests,” even with authoritarian regimes.) The first step toward a progressive one-world order is, in Nietzsche’s terms, going “beyond good and evil.” After all, there’s nothing more divisive than taking a moral stand. If you believe these ideas are far-fetched, you would be surprised to know that they are widely held in our best universities and fiercely defended in academic conferences. There is a reason that President George W. Bush’s Axis of Evil speech (which could rightly be criticized as inaccurate given that the three powers he mentioned were not clearly aligned) drew ridicule. Nothing provokes more antipathy from one-world advocates than the idea of evil being drawn into politics. Academicians and State Department appointees warn that taking a stand for human rights in other countries is judgmental and worse: it’s the imposition of one civilization upon another. At the least, it’s the attempt to impose our particular values on others who have the right to their particular values. 

			Today’s progressive vision urges us to live and let live and to “coexist”—to leave each country to its own devices, and to pursue friendly relations with all countries. The irony of this one-world view is that it denies any common human strain and any singular humanity. It pushes under the rug the fact—yes, the fact—that all human beings, unless they have been thoroughly indoctrinated, are desirous and deserving of a certain degree of freedom, and of dignity. Although relativists justify generous economic deals and major political and strategic compromises with brutal regimes as only befitting an enlightened world that accepts cultural differences, they have to ignore the fate of people within those regimes to justify their policies. They have to ignore human nature and human longing. For, regardless of the culture one lives in—regardless of race, nationality, or religious creed—no one wants to see their mother raped, their children conscripted, their father or husband tortured, or their family held hostage to totalitarian dictates and methods. 

			Properly understood, rights are particular in that they apply to each one (that is, to each individual), but they are also universal in that they apply to everyone. Cultural relativists do not believe in the underlying idea of the American founding that individual rights are human rights; that rights are inherent, God-given, and universal—that they are not granted by government, nor does any government have any “right” to take those rights away. Relativists are therefore free to ignore the fate of the people within the countries they bargain with. 

			If we were honest about our one-world aspirations, we would admit that it is not ignoring human suffering for the sake of “coexistence” that is most likely to create a more unified world. It is, rather, recognition that all humans deserve a dignified life. Furthermore, it is not a matter of respecting other cultures when we fail to speak out about atrocities, for, as the most influential country in the free world, our saying nothing does positive harm. Yes, extremist-Islamist ideas are being propagated through indoctrination throughout the Muslim world, but at the same time movements for political freedom have taken root in the Muslim world. Why, in such conditions of flux, would it be better to be silent about civil society and human rights than to defend them? There is no reason to remain indifferent to merciless repression and no enduring benefit to be gleaned from doing so. Indeed, World War II taught us that indifference comes back to haunt us. 

			Through Hitler’s astonishing successes, we learned that totalitarians use our indifference to buy time and to lull us into further complacency. They use our Western politeness and tolerance to evade public judgment. Conversely, when we shine light into dark regimes by exposing their crimes and revealing that bad is bad (that their ruthless policies do not, as their rhetoric insists, create “unity” or “equality”), dictators view that as an existential threat. Why, otherwise, would they expend massive energy on the dissemination of lies—on suppressing the truth? They know that truth about their rule is the biggest threat to their rule. (Just look at the suppression of truth in Germany, Japan, and the Soviet Union then and in Iran, North Korea, and Venezuela today.) Why would we want to prop up such regimes by going along with their deception? Saying foreign policy should be conducted without interfering with the opaqueness that shields brutal governments and facilitates their human rights violations is like saying foreign policy should be conducted by machines. For why do we have minds but to discern the truth, and hearts but to care, and voices but to speak? 

			No wonder political science refers to people as “actors” and places groups of people into statistical categories. It is part of the attempt to make domestic and foreign policy impersonal and nonjudgmental. But people are not actors, and groups of people are not so uniform as statistics imply. People are individual and they’re human, and we’ll make better policy decisions if we acknowledge this fact. When we look at individuals as actors and people as statistical clusters, it’s easier to put unwise faith in the ability of central planners to pacify and unify the world. The “experts” supposedly look at the “evidence” and efficiently guide the rest of us down an enlightened path. While we forsake our ideals and our humanity for the sake of our hot pursuit of a new world order crafted by progressive experts, others who are not so progressive seek to impose their ideals and their interests on us. The moral and political vacuum created by our indifference creates space that others are only too eager to fill—as we will particularly see when we examine the cases of Syria, Iran, and Russia. This is yet another reason to speak up for universal rights and democratic values.

			One of the fascinating findings revealed by digging into the history of fascism is that it was not just the presence of fascist ideology, but also the absence of a countervailing philosophy, which allowed whole populations to become slavish and cruel. Journals and diaries of those who endured and participated in Hitler’s plans show that it was not just fascism and Nazism that numbed, stupefied, and radicalized entire populations; it was also the absence of the idea that human rights are inalienable, universal, and worth fighting for. The throngs of Germans, Poles, Lithuanians, and others who enthusiastically joined in the humiliation, round up, and murder of Jews so lacked a philosophy of universal rights that they were able to convince themselves that Jews were less than human. In the words of Lithuanian mathematician and Holocaust survivor Simcha Brudno in his interview with scholar George Anastaplo, “The average German behaved this way because they could see a human being and decided that it was not a human being. They had a tremendous sense of obstruction: when you see a human being, you have to consider it a human being.” Of his time in Dachau and Stutthof, Brudno stated, “I had been completely made not a human being.”13 

			Germans and the many Europeans who collaborated with them failed to see human worth as pertaining at once to everyone (human rights) and to each one (individual rights). Europe was mired in the “group think” to which many Americans now seem willing to surrender. Although Germany had managed after World War I to form the framework of civil society in the Weimar Republic, it lacked the structural stability and political principles to make civil society strong. The majority viewed life not in terms of individuals who were part of a common whole, but in terms of national, ethnic, religious, and cultural groups that were fundamentally different. In today’s parlance, they were ethnocentric—except that they didn’t see cultural, ethnic, and national differences as cause for celebrating diversity. To the contrary, they took it to mean that some groups were superior to others and saw it as cause for oppression of minorities and even war, if that was what it took to preserve or enhance the position of one’s own group. The view that some groups—their own—were fundamentally better than other groups provided the stew in which German (and, for that matter, Japanese) fascism thrived. 

			We had better be careful: The line between those then—who accepted atrocities because they emphasized ethnic, national, religious, and cultural differences—and those now, who insist that for the sake of respecting cultural, religious, ethnic, and national differences, we must tolerate everyone, even the world’s worst regimes, might not be as rock solid as we’d like to believe. Theories that prioritize groups instead of individuals inevitably end up, on the one hand, vilifying certain groups and, on the other hand, whitewashing the misdeeds of others. This is because looking at people as mere cogs in the wheel of group experience allows us to vastly simplify human experience. Today, President Obama tells tales of exaggeration about “the wealthy,” “Republicans,” and even “Congress,” but he does not say a word about the North Korean children who are forced to scour urban streets looking for scraps of food because their father has been murdered by the state and their mother is in a “reeducation camp,” where she is routinely tortured. 

			Another fascinating aspect of the study of fascism’s rise is learning that even many European Jews before the war embraced what we now call “group think” and that this might have something to do with the passivity with which many Jews succumbed to Nazi tyranny. In that compelling interview referred to above, Simcha Brudno struggles to understand why he and his fellow Lithuanian Jews didn’t do more to resist German oppression or to escape from German hands. Why, interviewer Anastaplo asks, didn’t they rise up to overcome German guards or escape—even when the opportunity was there and the odds were overwhelmingly in their favor? Even when they were in cargo trains on the way to what all knew would be their demise in concentration camps, and when the trains stopped at night, and the very few, vastly outnumbered guards got drunk and fell asleep and left the doors insecure, the hundreds of Jews on those trains did not rise up, seize the guards’ weapons, and flee. Why? (Israelis struggled with similar questions regarding Jewish passivity during the trial of Holocaust mastermind Adolf Eichmann and on other occasions.)

			Although never coming to a conclusion, Brudno answered that, if they had escaped, there would have been nowhere to go; surrounding citizens were either too sympathetic to the Nazis or too terrified of the Nazis to help. Anastaplo pressed further, asking if taking an unlikely chance at escape wouldn’t have been better than the certain horrors that awaited them. Brudno reflected that Lithuanian Jews, before Hitler, generally kept to themselves and generally felt themselves superior to the goyim;14 they were better scholars, more successful, better at taking care of their families, less prone to drunkenness, and had more “control” of themselves. This view fed into passivity. The common Lithuanian Jewish assumption was, “We’ve always been victims and we always will be because ‘they’ can’t stand how good and successful we are.” In addition to the level of resignation that this implies, it suggests that Lithuanian Jews fought less hard against the Nazis because they didn’t have a strong philosophy of individual rights and personal responsibility to guide them. 

			Brudno’s most painful memories of the ghetto are of the day Germans ordered adults to collect children and hand them over for “exchange with prisoners of war” and of the day when that exchange actually took place. There were only a “couple” guards to oversee the exchange, while there were hundreds of Jewish adults, but the adults obediently handed their children over. In the face of such horrible memories as these, Brudno posits that Jews and other victims of Nazi atrocities were victims not only because they were ruthlessly targeted, but also because of the “law of least resistance.” German soldiers and SS guards, vastly outnumbered in the ghettos and camps they devised, could not have done what they did without “cooperation” that included cooperation “on the inside” among the people who were being persecuted.15 This is not in any way to say that the persecuted share the blame for Nazi horrors. The blame for evil rests firmly on those that perpetrate or encourage it. 

			 

			■  ■  ■

			 

			The world wars, the rise of totalitarianism, and the lessons these events taught led America down its twentieth-century path. Cataclysmic events and sinister new methods of oppressing whole populations made it clear that America had to become intricately involved in the world—but our postwar leaders were determined that we become involved on our own terms, in terms of our democratic tradition. Stories of passivity and complicity in the face of tyranny made it clear that, with our emphasis on individual rights and human dignity, we had something valuable to offer. The Soviet Union’s brutally efficient subjugation of Eastern Europe after the war, and its expansionist campaign to destabilize and revolutionize the Middle East, Africa, and Latin America meant we also had something to fear. 

			Thus, unlike after World War I, after World War II, America faced its democratic responsibilities head on. The United States gave massive aid to war-ravaged, emotionally scarred Europe, created the National Security Council and the CIA, and engaged in those European alliances George Washington had warned our young, vulnerable country to avoid. Americans also faced up to unfulfilled domestic responsibilities after the war, using imperfectly realized standards of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution to improve upon their country: No longer would a Jim Crow South, the subtle anti-Semitism that tainted much of American society, or unequal opportunity for women be considered nonurgent matters. 

			Before moving on to focus on the worldview and foreign policy of Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton, let’s turn to the president who understood and translated into policy the geopolitical, moral, and ideological lessons of World War II better than any other: Harry S. Truman. Let’s then briefly look at the presidencies between those of Truman and Obama so that we can better understand how the stage was set for a president and secretary of state who would reject the American foreign policy tradition, downplay and overlook human rights, and overhaul and weaken our national security strategy and structure. 

			As the first post–World War II president, a passionate student of history, and a man with common sense and a moral core, Truman saw clearly what was at stake and what needed to be done. He knew that we might win the war but lose the battle if we failed to focus on the principles of political liberty and human worth. It was thus that the masterful architect of “containment” of Soviet expansionism and his skilled foreign policy team worked as hard at de-radicalizing and reeducating Germany and Japan as they did at demilitarizing them. It was thus that efforts such as the Marshall Plan, and generous trade agreements, loans, and technical missions, were designed as much to demonstrate the advantages of our way of life as they were to strengthen our allies. In his Memoirs, Truman reflected, “The assistance we gave, which averted stark tragedy and started progress toward recovery in many areas of the world, was in keeping both with the American character and with America’s new historic responsibility. To help peoples in distress was not only a tradition of our country but was also essential to our security. By rebuilding Europe and Asia, we would help to establish that healthy economic balance which is essential to the peace of the world.”16

			Truman freely admitted that our generosity had a self-serving aspect in that it helped bring others to our side, but he insisted that it would be a “misrepresentation of the American people” to suppose that self-interest, “even wise and enlightened self-interest,” was the only cause for America’s concern for the outside world. According to Truman, American principles of generosity, fair play, and equal rights, of anti-imperialism and “freedom and justice for all,” sustained us as individuals within a community and as a community in relationship with the rest of the world. Without these principles, he counseled, we were but one power among others. With them, we were the embodiment of a particular vision with universal appeal and validity.17

			The Nazi war had been an immoral war and it had also been an antidemocratic one. Truman believed that democracy held precisely those moral and political precepts that were an antidote to the recent vicious extremes of politics. His approach, which culminated in the Reagan presidency, was to respond to Soviet internal oppression and external aggression with two weapons: the strategy of containment and the projection of American ideals. Truman was never willing to view the principled aspects and the geopolitical aspects of our foreign policy as separate, but taught that our power had to be part of our mission. Refusing to define containment in merely negative and reactive terms, he insisted upon defining it as part of a larger American purpose. 

			As an example, the “Truman Doctrine,” which was designed to prevent further Soviet expansion in Europe by drawing a line at the eastern Mediterranean, was defined by Truman in terms of the contrast between two ways of life: “One way of life is based upon the will of the majority, and is distinguished by free institutions, representative government, free elections, guarantees of individual liberty, freedom of speech and religion, and freedom from political oppression. The second way of life is based upon the will of a minority forcibly imposed upon the majority. It relies upon terror and oppression, a controlled press and radio, fixed elections, and the suppression of political freedoms.”18

			While Truman meticulously constructed what came to be called a sphere of influence in Western Europe to counter and contain the Soviet sphere of influence in Eastern Europe, he saw any valid and lasting influence within our sphere as tied to our willingness and ability to do good. Moreover, limited containment policies pointed toward less limited long-term goals, and a bigger purpose. The Clifford-Elsey Report, an analysis of postwar Soviet relations commissioned by Truman, shows that the Truman administration hoped containment would lead not only to an end to Soviet aggression but also, by frustrating the communist cause, eventually to a change in Soviet philosophy and society. 19 Containment meant both the contraction of communism and the protraction of freedom and peace. 

			As the United States entered World War I, President Woodrow Wilson had declared, “The world must be made safe for democracy.” Toward the end of the war, Wilson had delivered the Fourteen Points address that sketched his ambitious ideas for an international postwar order. While wisely backing away from the expansiveness of Wilsonianism and paying more attention to grand strategy, military alliances, and defense, Truman built upon Wilson’s idea that the protection and enhancement of liberty required our “entanglement” in the world’s problems. World War II had proven something Wilson had preached: that indifference is one of the seeds from which extremism grows. Even Truman’s most evident departures from Wilsonianism—the balance of power strategizing, the buildup of the military power of the free world, and the assumption of leadership in NATO and other alliances—were infused with the Wilsonian idea that we could not protect our principles or our interests without also living up to our responsibilities in the world. 

			Many in the world had come to the same conclusion. Efforts toward international law and international standards of human rights were invigorated after World War II in response to the monstrous crimes against humanity committed during that period. The Nuremberg and Tokyo military tribunals, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the UN Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, and the Geneva Conventions all emerged in the late 1940s. Although international law rightly faces limitations due to concerns regarding national sovereignty, and due to the certainty that one-world government would eventually become one-world dictatorship, and although the UN Human Rights Commission today has been commandeered by some of the world’s worst human rights violators, the spirit that animated postwar human rights structures deserves applause. 

			Truman repeatedly emphasized the universal desire to be free. When he argued that the rights and struggles of all peoples transcended the superficial divisions of the Cold War, he suggested that we could never “win” that war through strength alone. The only true victory, the only one that would have the stability that comes from the people’s satisfaction, was a victory of moral, democratic principles over oppression and wrongdoing. On January 7, 1953, just before Truman left office, he insisted, “Our ultimate strength lies, not alone in arms, but in the sense of moral values and moral truths that give meaning and vitality to the purposes of free people. These values are our faith, our inspiration, the source of our strength and our indomitable determination.”20 

			Intricately thought out, principled, sensible, and successful, Truman’s foreign policy path lacked the shortcomings of the paths chosen by many of his successors. Nixon, Ford, and Kissinger’s realpolitik approach, Carter’s humanitarian approach, and Clinton’s globalist approach—all (to varying degrees and in different respects) fall short of the approach of Truman. They lack the depth of his understanding of America’s mission and power. 

			The presidents who drew the United States into the war in Vietnam—Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson—all subscribed to the domino theory and agreed with Truman that the spread of communism was a threat not just to American power and influence but to American ideals and the democratic way of life. The wrenching fear that if Vietnam fell to the communists, other countries would fall one after the other too, had to do not only with the negative geopolitical consequences of such an eventuality, but also with the negative consequences for individual rights and the rule of law. 

			In standing up to communism in Vietnam, however, these presidents made some un-Truman-like decisions. When the French and the Vietnamese communists reached a ceasefire agreement known as the Geneva Accords, President Dwight Eisenhower disregarded the accords and encouraged Prime Minister Ngo Dinh Diem of the South to refuse to submit to elections. The formation of the Vietcong guerrilla movement was in part a response to this decision. By the time John Kennedy was president, there was reason to believe Diem might win an elective contest, and yet Kennedy inexplicably made no attempt to get back to the Geneva Accords by encouraging free elections. As is well known, missteps regarding our own principles and missteps regarding military strategy increased under Lyndon Johnson, thereby decreasing chances for American success. 

			It is important to note, however, that for the first time in American history, the American press took an active role in undermining the American side in a war. We now know, from declassified Pentagon archives, Vietnamese testimony, and other sources, that stories of American atrocities were grossly exaggerated and sometimes fabricated, while Vietcong atrocities were often whitewashed. Historian Paul Johnson observes, “The heavy incidence of combat in civilian areas was the direct result of Vietcong tactics in converting villages into fortified strongholds, itself a violation of the Geneva agreement. And it was the restrictions on American bombing to protect civilian lives and property which made it [American bombing] so ineffective.”21 

			Both popular-domestic and internal-governmental forces, which included the “force” of American ideas, prevented the American side from simply surrendering to an “end justifies the means” philosophy in Vietnam. Would the Vietnam War have seemed such an outrageous extreme to so many Americans if they had not been taught that self-determination, the peaceful settlement of disputes, and the general concern for individual and human rights were an essential part of American identity? The American people, even if inadvertently, have used American ideals to respond to (and criticize) the events of American politics. Although American ideals are sometimes egregiously violated, such violations have rarely occurred without backlash. Slavery, an entrenched institution before the founding of our country, was the gargantuan exception to this rule until the abolition movement rose against it. Now obvious and self-evident is the moral and political catastrophe that this extreme violation of our own principles entailed. The context of American principles has often been a context with which the public has judged presidential policy, and has often been a context with which presidents have presented policies to the public. But, in the attempt to embrace European-style foreign policy after Vietnam, American leaders generally deviated from this tradition.

			The architects of détente responded to the heated aftermath of Vietnam with a realpolitik approach designed to give the world a cooling-off period. “Engagement” with the Soviet Union, nuclear arms reductions, and the easing of relations with China were hallmarks of the Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford presidencies. Universal rights and American principles were generally downplayed in favor of Henry Kissinger’s balance of power tactics and treaties. Skillfully crafted agreements reaped tangible rewards but had less positive long-term consequences. While part of the rationale for the new relationship with China was offsetting Soviet power, China would use that relationship, and all the commercial deals and military and technology transfers it ultimately led to, to vastly increase its military might and economic leverage. 

			More damaging was the new message America was sending about its priorities. We had fought an excruciating war in Vietnam for both geopolitical and ideological reasons, but now we were lending credence to those who claimed principles never had been part of American foreign policy. Testimony to Truman’s understanding that our principles had to maintain the offensive in the Cold War, America’s reputation in the world continued its downward slide. On the world stage, “American imperialism” became the focus. Even though America had a stronger anti-imperialist tradition than any other world power in history, the term was widely accepted and used, at home and abroad. 

			In the meantime, communists seized power all over Indochina with brutal programs of social engineering and the mass murder of civilians. As the Khmer Rouge inflicted unimaginable atrocities on the people of Cambodia, American leaders said little. Worse, it became the norm for some Americans to criticize other Americans for “provoking” totalitarian states like Cambodia by drawing attention to their policies of repression and extermination. Just when communism was showing its true, bloody colors to the world, increasing numbers of Americans became sympathetic to it. From 1973 to 1979, the Khmer Rouge systematically killed—through execution, imposed starvation, and forced labor—an estimated two million Cambodians, almost a fourth of the country’s population. Countless others languished in concentration camps, where they slept on boards with no covers and ate only what they could find in surrounding fields. Just at this time, American universities and many American political and cultural institutions were revamped in order to accord a greater voice to Marxism and to foster greater “understanding” of communist states.22

			When it came to Mao’s brutal reign in China, which created a climate of raw terror and resulted in an unbelievable thirty million lives lost, there were plenty in the West who not only criticized those who worried about Mao’s atrocities; they excused the atrocities. Here was the beginning of that cultural relativism combined with fondness for socialism (with which we are still faced today) that consciously excuses communist repression. As author James Mann puts it, “At first it was suggested that Mao Zedong’s regime really did reflect the overall wishes of the Chinese people, even if there were no elections to substantiate this claim. China was said to be different, in cultural terms from the West; there was no need for the formalities of voting or ballots or polling stations.”23 

			The apologetics for China’s human rights abuses continued on after Mao was gone. As documentary journalist Philip Pan shows, at the very time when the West was giving China credit for capitalist advances, China was issuing new laws to wipe out all history of the mass murder and atrocities Mao inflicted upon the Chinese people and was continuing on with lesser, though still grave, human rights abuses.24 Given that China had turned from totalitarianism to authoritarianism, it made sense to pursue positive relations—but we should also have given human rights dissidents our passionate American voice. 

			President Jimmy Carter rejected détente on the grounds that it downplayed human rights and over-relied on military and strategic alliances. In a speech entitled “A Foreign Policy Based on America’s Essential Character,” he declared, “We can no longer separate the traditional issues of war and peace from the new global questions of justice, equity, and human rights . . . It is a new world that calls for a new American foreign policy—a policy based on constant decency in its values and on optimism in our historical vision.”25 

			But Carter went too far in dismantling containment in order to prove US commitment to cooperation and peace. His disparagement of the post–World War II power structure and of NATO certainly did nothing to strengthen the unity of democratic states and only encouraged the Soviets toward territorial aggrandizement and domestic oppression. Moreover, Carter had a soft spot for communist states that made his focus upon human rights selective, and often hypocritical. 

			Noting analogies with Obama, Wall Street Journal columnist Bret Stephens says that Carter took office “on diplomacy and peace-making, an aversion to the use of force, the selling out of old allies.”26 Stephens argues that such policy did nothing to increase America’s standing. In 1979, Iranian radicals seized the US embassy in Tehran after Carter had refused to bail out the Shah of Iran and after Carter’s UN ambassador had described the Ayatollah Khomeini as “somewhat of a saint.” Shortly thereafter, radicals in Saudi Arabia seized Mecca’s Grand Mosque and held it until the Saudis were able to wrest it back at the cost of several hundred lives. Pointing to Yaroslav Trofimov’s book on the subject, Stephens observes, “Yet throughout the Muslim world, the Carter administration was viewed as the main culprit. U.S. diplomatic missions in Bangladesh, India, Turkey and Libya were assaulted; in Pakistan, the embassy was burned to the ground. He [Trofimov] asks, ‘How could that happen to a country whose president was so intent on making his policies as inoffensive as possible?’ ”27 

			When the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan in December 1979, President Carter was forced to reassess his conciliatory approach (and deserves credit for doing so). American power and ideals would have served national security and human rights better than accommodating assurances of our desire to get along. Neither geopolitics divorced of attention to principle nor advocacy of human rights divorced of attention to the importance of American power represent the best in our political tradition. The American mission as Truman understood it comes between these approaches in saying that merely selfish goals are wrong, but that relativist thinking is wrong also. Both forget that the democratic way of life, and the respect for individual liberty and national sovereignty that it implies, is still our best hope. They forget the “universal rights of man.” Truman saw his awesome responsibility as president in terms of upholding, protecting, and championing those democratic principles which, he rightly believed, were a challenge to all forms of political oppression and an inspiration to those desiring to be free. 

			Ronald Reagan’s revival of containment combined with his Evil Empire speech revealed a Truman-like determination to enhance freedom’s realm and to stymie the Soviet threat. The Soviet Union had indeed consolidated an empire and held it together by means of force and intimidation, the suppression of political and social liberties, and the financial sponsorship of countries and individuals committed to its perpetuation. Even as he constructed a powerful strategy to isolate and pressure the Soviet Union, Reagan insisted that our democratic principles were what distinguished us and made our power important. Like Truman, he passionately promoted those principles in his speeches; he knew full well that exposing the lack of scruples in Soviet practices could only enhance American power. Beneath his work to strengthen alliances and build our defenses was his fervent desire for peace and his hope that all peoples could eventually enjoy the liberty that we enjoyed. 

			His remarkable relationship and fruitful diplomacy with Mikhail Gorbachev, which reaped dramatic reductions in nuclear arms, show how far he was willing to go in reducing tensions as long as he could “trust, but verify.” At the same time, like Truman, Reagan realized that in order to be effective, and in order to respect the sovereignty of other nations, our national security policy should not overextend its reach or its resources. Like Truman, he believed that our democratic principles placed restrictions on the use of power (as opposed to the buildup of power) to promote democracy. It was in Nicaragua where, in the view of many, he took those restrictions less seriously, that Reagan crossed his own line. 

			Reagan knew that the Soviet Union’s Eastern Bloc was economically and morally bankrupt, that citizens no longer believed in the lies and promises upon which brutal communist rule was sanctified, and that brave dissidents were mobilizing. Reagan personally contributed to the Soviet Union’s unraveling by spending money on our defense, which the Russians were forced to spend in turn when they couldn’t afford it, and by repeatedly emphasizing the right of individuals behind the Iron Curtain to live free and dignified lives. He, like Truman, knew that ideas matter and that words are powerful and that American leaders should not miss a good opportunity to speak for freedom. Although the State Department and the West German government tried to discourage Reagan, he insisted on going ahead with his Berlin Wall speech. As Council on Foreign Relations member Romesh Ratnesar puts it, “the speech was as much an invitation as it was a challenge.”28 Reagan urged, “There is one sign the Soviets can make that would be unmistakable, that would advance dramatically the cause of freedom and peace . . . General Secretary Gorbachev, if you seek peace, if you seek prosperity for the Soviet Union, if you seek liberalization: Come here to this gate! Mr. Gorbachev, open this gate! Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!” 

			Typifying today’s simplistic and polarizing analysis, Reagan’s presidency has been subjected to caricature. His accomplishments have been left out of history books while his role in the demise of the Soviet Union has been downplayed and denied. Deftly combining containment with moral appeals against communism, recognizing both the exigencies of power and the power of a good speech, Reagan contributed brilliantly to the unraveling of the Soviet Union.

			In a 1990 speech at the UN, President George H. W. Bush showed traditional American enthusiasm for freedom’s march and celebrated the “breeze of freedom” that had, by then, swept across Eastern Europe and “touched almost every corner of the globe.” He pronounced, “That breeze has been sustained by a now almost universal recognition of a simple, fundamental truth: the human spirit cannot be locked up forever. . . . And people everywhere want much the same things: the chance to live a life of purpose; the chance to choose a life in which they and their children can learn and grow healthy, worship freely, and prosper through the work of their hands and their hearts and their minds. We’re not talking about the power of nations but the power of individuals, the power to choose, the power to risk, the power to succeed.”29 

			In spite of occasional stirring speeches like these, Bush had more in common with the “pragmatists” of his party than he did with the passionate Ronald Reagan. In A World Transformed, Bush recalled that his main objective was “encouraging, guiding and managing change without provoking backlash and crackdown.”30 In keeping with this objective, President Bush responded mildly to the fall of the Berlin Wall, later citing the desire not to gloat. His tepid response to the massacre at Beijing’s Tiananmen Square is less understandable. He did not want to jeopardize improved US-Sino relations by “overreacting to events,” and he refused calls from both sides of the political aisle to significantly retract relations. Although he agreed to impose limited sanctions, he sent National Security Adviser Brent Scowcroft and Deputy Secretary of State Lawrence Eagleburger to China to try to repair the damaged relationship he believed the sanctions had caused. 

			Bush had been America’s top diplomat to China in the mid-1970s, and he deeply valued his personal relationships with Deng Xiaoping and other Chinese leaders. Sometimes he allowed these relationships to deflect his attention away from the brutal policies these men pursued. A particularly notable and jarring example of this is seen in an October 29, 1975, letter to Tom Lias reprinted in his 1999 memoir, All the Best. Bush wrote, “The Kissinger visit went well. . . . Meeting Mao Tse Tung was a thrill of a lifetime. He is old and has a ghastly speech problem, but still sharp. The adulation on the face of the Chinese in the room was unbelievably worshipful.” In an interesting case of irony, in the same letter he wrote, “China thinks we are falling apart—a paper tiger (not quite), a country whose principles are hazy and whose discipline and order are in chaos.”31 

			The Bush foreign policy team struggled to define what Bush called a “new world order.” They saw the fact that the United States and the Soviet Union stood together in denouncing the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait as symbolizing a “hopeful new spirit” and believed that the division that had defined the Cold War was coming to an end. Similarly, many Americans saw the new horizon in post-ideological terms; they insisted that economic relations would now define the world and frequently exhibited a willingness to overlook human rights for the sake of economic profit.

			Reflecting both the narrow economic concerns of “globalism” and the critique of America inherent in “anti-globalism,” during the presidency of Bill Clinton, the United States backed away from traditional national security procedures and from traditional American principles. President Clinton largely ignored weapons proliferation by communist countries and, in his speeches, moved toward moral equivalence between democratic and socialist states. Although the 1994 treaty with North Korea is cited as evidence of concern for proliferation, the terms provided the North Koreans with more loopholes and economic benefits than restrictions. 

			Syndicated columnist Charles Krauthammer dissected the treaty terms. He noted that it offered North Korea an end to our joint military exercises with South Korea, and even offered North Korea assistance with technology and materials that would supposedly go toward a peaceful nuclear program in exchange for North Korea agreeing that the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) could conduct a one-time inspection of seven declared nuclear sites and that it would “freeze” operation of its nuclear facilities. The United States agreed to help North Korea obtain “proliferation-resistant light water reactors for producing electrical power” and in the interim to provide heavy fuel oil for free. This in spite of the fact that North Korea was already violating the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons it had signed and that that treaty already required regular inspections. Krauthammer intoned, “The IAEA, if it goes along with this sham, is corrupted beyond redemption.”32 From today’s perspective, we appear the unwitting victims of North Korea’s deception. 

			Although President Clinton at first issued an executive order linking human rights conditions to China’s acquiring “most favored nation” trading status, he quickly rescinded this position. A bill granting China permanent normal trade relations with the United States was pushed through by the administration and the Senate without consideration of the hard line China had recently taken in political and military matters. Supplemental legislation that would have required the president to conduct annual reviews of China’s missile technologies and proliferation of WMD, and would have penalized China for violating nonproliferation treaties, was rejected. Arguing against the bill, Senator Fred Thompson asserted, “If China is going to be one of our trading partners, it’s not too much to require them to stop providing weapons of mass destruction to countries who might someday use them against us.”33 

			The mantra successfully employed in Clinton’s presidential campaign—“It’s the economy, stupid”—implied that the United States didn’t stand for anything terribly important in the world. Accordingly, on his 1998 trip to China, Clinton apologized for America’s imperfect realization of universal rights and praised the communist government for “reform.” (Some aides even indicated that part of the reason for the trip was to improve American impressions of China, too many Americans being influenced by Tiananmen.)34 In addition, the president repeatedly made the point that the US “does not support independence for Taiwan” or “two Chinas” or Taiwan’s membership “in any international bodies whose members are sovereign states.” Among the many Chinese dissidents expressing dismay at Clinton’s remarks was Ye Ning, a human rights activist tortured by the Chinese government for his pro-democracy activities. He lamented, “Clinton has given the image to the world, especially to the Chinese people and opposition forces, that the government of the United States strongly and unconditionally supports the Chinese mainstream communist leaders.”35 

			The two weeks following the president’s visit were described by a Hong Kong monitoring group “as one of the government’s toughest crackdowns on democracy activists in recent years.” As arrests and detentions escalated, freedom fighters struggled to hold onto their dreams. 

			The administration’s nonresponse to the Rwandan genocide was a low point. At the time working as a journalist, current US ambassador to the UN Samantha Power gathered documents and studied the situation. In a 2001 article for the Atlantic, she concluded: “U.S. officials did not sit around and conspire to allow genocide to happen. But whatever their convictions about ‘never again,’ many of them did sit around, and they most certainly did allow genocide to happen.” The US, she said, “did much more than fail to send troops . . . It led a successful effort to remove most of the UN peacekeepers who were already in Rwanda. It aggressively worked to block the subsequent authorization of UN reinforcements. It refused to use its technology to jam radio broadcasts that were a crucial instrument in the coordination and perpetuation of the genocide. And even as, on average, 8,000 Rwandans were being butchered each day, U.S. officials shunned the term ‘genocide’ for fear of being obliged to act.”36 

			After the genocide, many in the West, including Clinton himself, regretted their silence and inaction; some became activists drawing attention to the tragedy. The same might be the case once today’s Syrian bloodbath is finally over. But, sympathy after the fact doesn’t do much good. 

			Insofar as he emphasized both globalism and relativism, President Clinton was light years away from President Truman, who sought with his very being to raise the morale and the defenses of the free world and who saw moral principles as a vital part of American foreign policy. In this sense, the Clinton years set the stage for the Obama-Clinton-Kerry years. Truman stood for America’s unique kind of “openness,” not for the openness of today which causes many to disparage or ignore Washington, Jefferson, and Lincoln, and to believe that we can learn little more from them than we can from other political leaders in other times and places. American openness, Truman advised, should not be allowed to degenerate into randomness. Neither the narrow pursuit of our interests nor our openness to other cultures should overshadow the significance of our principles. Defending those principles as they relate to both domestic and foreign policies would, he believed, be both our own and the world’s greatest opportunity for peace. 

			Still, President Clinton was not as far away from President Truman as would be President Obama. Behind the scenes, Clinton skillfully brokered peace between the hostile sides in Ireland. His emissary, former senator George Mitchell, worked tirelessly on the agreement. Clinton intervened in Bosnia to prevent genocide, although the method of doing so caused many civilian deaths. (It is of note that Clinton’s globalist gestures were punctuated with acts of unilateralism; many European leaders felt that both the timing and the method of dealing with the Bosnian crisis were simply imposed upon them.) Moreover, Clinton applied repeated pressure on the regime of Saddam Hussein. Significantly, given the later evolution of partisan politics, he expressed particular outrage and disdain for Iraq’s oppressive, WMD-producing regime, even going so far as to express the opinion that Saddam would eventually have to be “forced out.” In February of 1998, President Clinton warned that if Iraq reneged on its commitment to open suspected chemical and biological weapons sites to inspection, the consequences would be “very very serious.” This was considered by the press a “backing down” from his previous, more direct threat to take military action. 

			George W. Bush came to power with an initial focus on domestic issues, and, in his 2000 campaign, defined America’s role in the world narrowly, in terms of the “national interest.” Thanks to scholar Melvyn P. Leffler’s exhaustive survey of memoirs from the Bush administration, it is clear that, aside from renewed focus on missile defense, the administration’s early priorities were education reform and tax cuts.37 Bush administration officials generally agree that foreign policy was not a top priority, and that they paid too little attention to emerging threats, including intelligence warnings that even America was vulnerable. Leffler writes, “Nowhere in these memoirs is there any indication that Bush, Cheney, Rumsfeld, Powell, Ashcroft, or Rice assigned high priority to a prospective, terrorist attack, an omission that would come to haunt administration officials, and no one more than Rice.” 

			9/11 changed everything. President Bush and his team from then on lived with the horrible specter of that day, and with the enormous responsibility of preventing another attack. Memoirs highlight “the fear, anxiety, and uncertainty in which officials operated in the days, weeks, and months after 9/11.” The terrorist attacks brought about hypervigilance regarding potential threats, and exponentially increased the seriousness with which those threats were seen. It wasn’t just WMD that concerned policymakers; it was WMD in the hands of fanatics and the fact that traditional strategies of deterrence didn’t work with fanatics. As Georgetown professor Robert Lieber explains, “The gravity of the danger was amplified by two additional factors. First, the cold-blooded willingness to slaughter thousands of innocent civilians without the slightest moral compunction raised fears about potential use of WMD. . . . Second, in view of the fact that nineteen terrorists in the four hijacked aircraft committed suicide in carrying out their attacks, the precepts of deterrence were now called into question.”38 Indeed, the United States of America had entered a whole new world.

			Nevertheless, who could have predicted that a few years later America would be caught in the crossfire in Iraq, in a war that unleashed unanticipated hardships for the Iraqi people and American troops, and provided unanticipated opportunities for Iran? And who could have predicted that partisan Democratic leaders would be so determined to undermine President Bush that even during steps forward in Iraq, such as the tremendously popular 2005 elections there, they would continue to seek microphones to denounce “Bush’s failed policy”? Some of this is to be expected in a democracy. But what was striking during the Bush years was the exclusive focus of numerous Democratic Party leaders on America’s own faults and America’s own setbacks combined with their whitewashing of the faults and setbacks of America’s enemies. It amounted to the in-time rewriting of history and was facilitated by a press mostly willing to mimic their interpretations of American foreign policy.

			As one example: The idea that “Bush lied” in order to force America to war is itself a distortion. The administration declassified pieces of intelligence in order to build the case for presenting Iraq with an ultimatum. Part of the evidence turned out to be exaggerated, while another part turned out to be based on the misleading testimony of a terrorist. The assumption that Iraq had an active WMD program turned out to be wrong once American troops went into Iraq to hunt for the evidence. (We cannot confirm, however, that there were no WMD materials inside the truck convoys that ferreted supplies from Iraq to Syria just before the US invasion.) But it is not true that most of the evidence presented was exaggerated, and it is not true that the administration “knew” the threat was not as bad as their argument indicated. To the contrary: In spite of internal disagreements over how to present the evidence, the administration believed Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction and believed he threatened the peace. So did everyone else. Most Western powers and most Middle Eastern powers believed Saddam Hussein had WMD and that he was cruel and aggressive enough to use them. He had resisted agreed-upon inspections at every turn and, when he had permitted inspections, had played a very successful cat-and-mouse game with inspectors. Countless lethal weapons were unaccounted for; there had been no real inspections in four years. 

			The world knew for a fact that Saddam Hussein had in the past used his own chemical and biological weapons on his own people—the Kurds. It knew he had developed uranium enrichment and bomb-making factories and wanted to do so again. In No Higher Honor, Condoleezza Rice reminds us: “It was the unanimous view of the U.S. intelligence community that he had reconstituted his chemical and biological weapons programs. All but one agency believed that he was reconstituting his nuclear device in one year if he got foreign help, by the end of the decade if he had to go it alone.”39 

			Although not in itself a reason for America’s ultimate decision to go to war, there was wide concern regarding the regime’s extreme cruelty to the Iraqi people and Saddam Hussein’s expansionist thirst for power. The Iraqi president was considered to be exceptionally inhumane and aggressive—even by twentieth-century standards. Rice notes his “established pattern of recklessness, particularly in failing to anticipate the international community’s strong response to his 1990 invasion of Kuwait and his 1993 attempt to assassinate former President George H. W. Bush.”40 

			Despite the later critical take on the Bush administration’s fearful assessment of Saddam Hussein, many intellectual and Democratic Party leaders had expressed similarly serious concerns. Articles in Newsweek, Time, the Atlantic Monthly, the New Republic, and even the New York Times had made the case against Saddam Hussein. For instance, in October 2001, the New York Times featured a book by Iraqi dissident and former leading nuclear physicist Khidir Hamza. Hamza recounted that he and a team of scientists had nearly built a nuclear device and stated his belief that Saddam Hussein had resuscitated the program.41 In May 2002, the Atlantic Monthly ran an incriminating cover story titled “Tales of the Tyrant: The Private Life and Inner World of Saddam Hussein.” As Professor Frank Harvey shows, Bill Clinton and Al Gore were among the most concerned about Hussein’s excesses and potential to do harm.42 

			Although Iraq was not connected with the 9/11 terrorists, notorious terrorists had been harbored in the country. As it was debating and considering what to do about Iraq, the White House was alarmed to learn that Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, a terrorist affiliated with al-Qaeda, was operating a lab in the Zagros Mountains in northern Iraq. The administration was urgently concerned about the nexus of WMD and terrorism, and believed Saddam would proliferate WMD if it suited his purposes. 

			In addition to all of this, the administration was frustrated and very concerned—given the security implications—that it still had not convinced Saudi Arabia to cease its financial sponsorship of terrorism. As George Friedman of Stratfor Global Intelligence shows, our invasion of Iraq was considered leverage to pressure the Saudis and others.43 The calculation that an American presence in Iraq would increase American leverage in the region proved partly correct. After the United States went into Iraq, both the Saudis and the Libyans ceded many US demands, the latter by halting its WMD program and reaching out to the West. 

			As we shall see, however, there was far too little calculation about the effect of the Iraq War upon Iran. Our presence in Iraq was a boon to Iranian plans for destabilization and dominance in the region: Iran poured money, weapons, and training into anti-American forces in Iraq and skillfully incited terrorism and sectarian violence. The United States also failed to predict the reaction of Syria. With Iraq its close neighbor, and with Iraqi refugees streaming across its border, the hated Bashar al-Assad regime used the American occupation to drum up nationalist loyalty and to further justify emergency laws. Seizing the opportunity to hurt the United States and to fortify their regimes, Iranian and Syrian leaders strengthened their alliance. 

			Iran predicted that it would not be hard to outlast the Americans who, in their opinion, lacked the toughness and tenacity that the war in Iraq required. It was, in fact, the very time when US strategy in Iraq showed signs of success that American domestic criticism of the Iraq War and Bush’s “failed policy” rose to a fever pitch. In late 2003, the program of buying American intelligence was working, while some guerrilla offensives had provided valuable intelligence insight into Shiite warfare tactics. The conclusion of the Ramadan campaign by exhausted Baathist forces marked the beginning of a more successful US strategy against Sunni insurgents as well; US forces were conducting targeted raids against Baathist strongholds. In addition, by 2004, almost all Islamic governments except Iran had lined up with the United States. Perhaps most significant, in January 2005, Iraq held elections that saw a massive turnout by citizens who appeared jubilant as they exercised their right to vote. 

			US policy mistakes—foremost among them the very consequential failure to reach out to defeated Sunnis, or to prepare for an insurgency, or to give adequate attention to post-invasion stability operations—would contribute to a reversal of US gains. But it is reasonable to ask if the level of criticism of the Bush administration and its war—by those within American centers of power—did not also contribute to the reversal. By accenting American mistakes and highlighting the desire to end the war as quickly as possible, America’s own political leaders relayed to Iran that their assumptions about American tenacity were probably right. 

			When General David Petraeus forged new strategy centered around a “surge” in American troop levels (which proved highly successful), House Speaker Nancy Pelosi and Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid opposed the initiative publicly and often, saying surge strategies had “already failed.” The new strategy included increasing pressure on Syria to stop the flood of terrorists across its borders. But, as if to demonstrate how divided American government was, Speaker Pelosi insisted upon leading a bipartisan delegation to Syria to discuss “security issues”—this at a time when Syria’s active assistance to Iraqi terrorists had been proven and when Syria’s ruthless dictator Bashar al-Assad was under intense domestic pressure. Through the Freedom of Information Act, governmental watchdog group Judicial Watch exposed a memo in which the Pentagon had urged Pelosi not to take the trip, saying it would “send Syrians and the world the wrong message.” 

			Pelosi met for three hours with President Assad, afterward announcing that she and her delegation had urged him to stop support for militants and jihadists, but adding, “We came in friendship, hope, and determined that the road to Damascus is a road to peace.”44 In his book In the Lion’s Den: An Eyewitness Account of Washington’s Battle with Syria, Andrew Tabler describes Pelosi’s visit as “the diplomatic bombshell that Syria was waiting for. . . Pelosi’s visit, combined with America’s failing prospects in Iraq and the 2006 Lebanon War, strengthened the idea in Syria that Bashar was once again a political horse worth betting on.”45 With refreshing impartiality, the Washington Post ran an editorial accusing Pelosi of falling for Assad’s “propaganda” and “attempting to introduce a Middle East policy that directly conflicts with that of the president.”46

			I am not arguing here for or against the Iraq War, and it should be clear that I take the war’s unforeseen consequences very seriously. I am arguing that partisan arguments against the war created a false impression: that the Bush administration intentionally led the United States to war for purposes it knew were false. Many of those making this argument knew their own claims were misleading. This is upheld by the fact that so many people outside the Bush administration (some of whom would later lead the charge that “Bush lied”) had themselves previously made the case for finding some way, perhaps war, for dealing with the Iraqi leader and regime. 

			In 2002, Kenneth M. Pollack published the positively received The Threatening Storm: The Case for Invading Iraq with the Council on Foreign Relations. The book jacket states, “Examining all sides of the debate and bringing a keen eye to the military and geopolitical forces at work, Pollack ultimately comes to this controversial conclusion: through our own mistakes, the perfidy of others, and Saddam’s cunning, the United States is left with few good policy options regarding Iraq. Increasingly, the option that makes the most sense is for the United States to launch a full-scale invasion, eradicate Saddam’s weapons of mass destruction, and rebuild Iraq as a prosperous and stable society . . . Pollack explains why other policies intended to deter Saddam ultimately pose a greater risk than confronting him now, before he gains possession of nuclear weapons and returns to his stated goal of dominating the Gulf region.”47 

			Pollack is a Yale graduate and MIT PhD. He was a top Persian Gulf analyst for the CIA and director of national security studies for the Council on Foreign Relations. Respected foreign policy scholar Fareed Zakaria praised Pollock’s book, saying, “It is intelligent, balanced, and measured, a model of fair-minded analysis on a topic that rarely gets any.” But, as the war unfolded, Bush’s domestic critics portrayed the president as a cowboy extremist who was completely out of touch with the intelligent class in his assessment of Saddam Hussein’s Iraq and in his decision to issue the ultimatum that led to war. 

			While drawing international attention to our own troops’ egregious misdeeds at Abu Ghraib, most Democratic leaders and most of the press now ignored the vastly greater cruelties that had been inflicted at that same prison and other prisons by the regime of Saddam Hussein. Even though the US occupation revealed that the human rights situation in Iraq had been even worse than feared, after the occupation, mention of Saddam’s atrocities vanished into thin air. History was again being rewritten—this time, by simply leaving very recent history out. 

			That history included newsworthy accounts of recently freed prisoners, which added to the grim accounts about living under Saddam Hussein already told by exiles and escapees. Those who cared enough to listen were appalled to learn of all the sadistic ways Saddam’s henchmen had found to inflict harm and pain. They learned of fingernails being pulled out, teeth being knocked out, ankles being drilled, limbs being severed, ears being removed, and genitals being electrocuted. They learned of chemical baths, beatings, and of prisoners being hung upside down while pain was inflicted. As if this were not already too much to comprehend, they learned that some inmates were “refrigerated naked,” that some were forced to sit on broken bottles until they bled to death, and that others—allowed to “live”—were electrically shocked by prods and wires attached to sensitive parts of their body. They learned of squalid prison conditions where forty to fifty prisoners lived “in one room with rats, bugs and bats,” and of “rape rooms” where branding irons, cattle prods, and manacles were used against emotionally and physically destroyed women.48 

			As journalists toured the notorious Abu Ghraib prison, a former Iraqi guard told a correspondent with the British newspaper the Independent, “Millions of people were killed here.” Other men explained to reporters that after prisoners were shot, “the relatives would only get the bodies if they paid for the bullets.” If not, “the government would bury the bodies in graves with up to 50 other prisoners.”49 

			As Bush’s own account and the accounts of those who know him reveal, these human rights abuses were never far from his mind. After 9/11, the Bush administration tried to forge foreign policy that combined defense strategy with the advocacy of universal democratic principles. It is significant that in a document entitled “the National Security Strategy of the United States of America,” the president asserted, “People everywhere want to be able to speak freely; choose who will govern them; worship as they please; educate their children—male and female; own property; and enjoy the benefits of their labor. These values of freedom are right and true for every person, in every society.”50 

			Although many focused on the “preemptive” character of the Iraq War, which they said made it unprecedented and unique, the preemptive aspect of the war echoed Woodrow Wilson’s assertion that the United States had to enter World War I to prevent that war from endangering and engulfing us. Still, in the case of Iraq, we made war, which is very different from joining a war in progress.

			 

			■  ■  ■

			 

			The American tradition provides a basis for vigilance regarding how battles with extremism are conducted, and for caution. War is war and always includes tragedy and horror. Ventures affecting foreign people and measures affecting the American people, especially measures calling for war, must be judged not only according to desired results but also according to their own merits and our own ideals. In evaluating the Iraq War, the Patriot Act, enhanced interrogation, and other policies of the Bush era, both those arguing for these policies and those arguing against them should remember the heavy call of our democratic legacy. There are certain important points about the American foreign policy tradition that Americans forget at their own peril.

			First, there is a deep and abiding moralism in the American worldview. It is based upon a belief in the dignity of the individual, and in his and her right and ability to govern him and herself. It is underlain by a belief that the good impulses of human beings are more powerful than the bad. In spite of the pragmatic tendencies which, some claim, have dominated all of American politics and in spite of institutionalized checks and balances in American government, there is an underlying moral axiom: Each person is so worthy that not only is it not any person’s or nation’s “right” to dominate another; it is “not right” for any person or nation to dominate another.

			Second, there is the belief that real power not only should reside but does reside with the people. In the natural law tradition that influenced the American founding, individual rights, although codified in our Constitution, are innate and natural and prior to government. Only governments that are properly limited—that recognize these rights—can thrive in the long term. Recurring throughout our history is the idea that evil men and evil governments are doomed to failure; that governments that do not take the peoples’ wishes into account will eventually suffer from the lack of energy, creativity, and resolve of their citizens, if not from actual rebellion. Freedom, in this view, is a driving and motivating force. 

			Third, there is the belief that, as a divinely bestowed privilege and opportunity of the human condition, freedom comes with serious obligations. It must be supported by spiritual principles and moderate political precepts lest it degenerate into mere license. At the same time, it must be fortified by power and determination large enough to protect it. As Vladimir Tisma˘neanu states, “No century witnessed and documented so much atrocious suffering, organized hatred, and devastating violence as the twentieth.”51 In that bloody century, the American tradition was faced with terrible obstacles, and it took political, moral and military will to overcome them. 

			In a world where totalitarian ideas and imperial schemes continue to threaten liberty, such resolve still matters. Unwavering attention to geopolitics and constant assessment of emerging strategic threats are essential. Wishful thinking and naïve belief in the words and promises of dictators are pitfalls to be avoided. 

			Our position of prominence in the free world, our power and our influence, means that we must take our principles, our interests, and our responsibilities seriously. Our profitable economic interaction with the world should not cause us to ignore the cruel and dangerous misdeeds of governments. Our superior military might should not cause us to dismiss the unique aspirations of other people, nor to forget that our power was built “for freedom.” We cannot be the “world’s policeman.” On the other hand, we should not allow those who would benefit from our loss of power to lead us down a self-destructive path, toward an enervating complacency. Looking at how the Munich Agreement failed to prevent war, and at how strong American leadership in the Cold War helped to keep the European peace, we must avoid the traps of isolation and appeasement. 

			The fact that our nation is so rigorously scrutinized and so often criticized means that our foreign policy must be carefully construed. However, we should not be so apologetic for our stature that we accept false portrayals of our policies or the propagandistic rewriting of our history by hostile groups. Our ideas have attracted and liberated many. Our power has often been used for good. The American foreign policy tradition, while clearly imperfect, is vitally important.
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