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The fall of 1995 does not really seem all that long 
ago, does it? To me, it is as vivid as yesterday, yet also 
ancient as Babylon. I am walking with my father in Belfast, 
Ireland, and he is urging me to abandon my rash idea, 
which is to write in support of same-sex marriage. Why? 
I am puzzled: he has nothing against gay people, nor any 
disapproval of his gay son. The problem, he admonishes 
me, is that the idea of a man marrying a man, or a woman 
marrying a woman, is nuts. In fact, it is so far outside the 
realm of the possible that I will ruin my credibility as a 
journalist by supporting it. People will think I am nuts.

In 1995, his advice was not unreasonable. The idea of 
same-sex marriage seemed disgusting or risible to its 
opponents (who were practically everybody) and a pipe 
dream to its supporters. Some advocates imagined that 
their grandchildren’s generation might just possibly live to 
see it. In January of 1996, when I worked at The Economist 
magazine and we published a cover leader endorsing same-
sex marriage, the mail which poured in was exceeded in 
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volume and hostility only by the onslaught against the magazine’s call 
for the abolition of the monarchy.

For years, in the United States, marriage equality advocates faced 
what seemed to be an intractably opposed public. I would often say 
that opinion was remarkably stable, with roughly a third of the public 
(actually a bit less) supporting gay marriage, a third supporting legal 
partnerships instead of marriage, and a third opposed to all legal 
recognition of gay relationships. Court cases stalled, legislatures turned 
their backs. After Massachusetts’s supreme court ordered same-sex 
marriage in that state in 2003, our side lost in every single one of the 
30 states where bans on marriage equality went before the voters: to 
my knowledge, the most unblemished losing streak in American 
political history.

And in 2013, as I write these words, a new national poll, by the 
Pew Research Center on the People and the Press, finds a strong 
majority of Americans, on both sides of the issue, saying that gay 
marriage is inevitable.

In 30 years of covering the American political scene, I have never 
seen a change as quick and dramatic as this one. Even (I should say, 
especially) those who have been in the thick of it from the beginning 
are scratching our heads, wondering why the tide turned so rapidly. I 
think part of the answer is that a number of things went right, from 
gay marriage advocates’ point of view, more or less simultaneously. 
And part of the answer has not much to do with marriage at all.

“Americans believe, correctly, 
that they can have gay marriage 

and religious liberty.”
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Incomplete but Inevitable

It is important to begin with a 
caveat: in the United States, the 
battle over same-sex marriage is 
not over. Rumours of victory are 
exaggerated. Gay marriage, in 
recent Pew findings (which are 
similar to what other polls find), 
enjoys majority support, but only 
just; the margin in mid-2013 was 
51 per cent versus 42 per cent. 
Opposition is concentrated, and 
increasingly culturally isolated, 
among Protestants, especially 
white evangelicals, but their 
dissent remains fierce: evangelical 
whites are more than three-to-one 
against, a wall of opposition. Opponents, moreover, are a 
disproportionately influential component of the Republican Party’s 
electoral base, often willing to veto any political candidate who 
supports gay marriage. As a result, one of the country’s two major 
parties remains pinned in opposition.

Gay marriage’s losing streak in state initiatives ended decisively in 
2012, when marriage equality won in all four states where it was on 
the ballot. Thanks to those victories — plus some recent legislative 
enactments and the US Supreme Court’s reinstatement of same-sex 
marriage in California — 13 states and the District of Columbia, 
representing 30 per cent of the population, have gay marriage. But 
support is spotty; according to an analysis of state opinion data by the 
Williams Institute (part of the law school at the University of California 
at Los Angeles), support is below 45 per cent in about half of the states, 
and below 40 per cent in most of the South. The states that have 
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adopted same-sex marriage have been blue ones; the red states are 
much less receptive, and many have amended their constitutions to 
forbid same-sex marriage. Adoption in some of these states may be 
quite some time in coming, unless the Supreme Court steps in and 
imposes a national policy — something it declined to do in June of 
2013, when it had the opportunity.

Why, then, the sudden aura of inevitability? Perhaps an overreaction 
to an uncharacteristic spate of victories for marriage equality? Perhaps, 
but probably not. Not one or two but a handful of important changes 
have taken place, more or less all at once. None of them is likely to be 
reversible, nor does any contrary trend appear likely to emerge.

Begin with the obvious: demographics. It is very important, but 
perhaps not as important as you think. Support for gay marriage is 
correlated with age; three in four Americans under 30 favour it. Gay 
marriage opponents are dying off and being replaced with proponents. 
More is going on than generational replacement, however. We know 
this because support has increased impressively among every 
generational cohort. Tellingly, support almost doubled over the past 
ten years, Pew finds, among “silent generation” members born between 
1928 and 1945 — people in their late 60s and older. A lot of Americans, 
not excluding older Americas, have changed their minds.

One reason is what I think of as the Tocqueville effect. Alexis de 
Tocqueville, the Frenchman whose observations of America in the 
1830s remain shrewdly relevant, famously remarked on Americans’ 
deference to majority opinion: “As long as the majority is still undecided, 
discussion is carried on; but as soon as its decision is irrevocably 
pronounced, everyone is silent, and the friends as well as the opponents 
of the measure unite in assenting to its propriety.” Although he 
exaggerates, the broad point remains true: the legitimising effect of 
public opinion is such that, other things being equal, majority support 
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tends to amplify itself. Even if I have doubts about gay marriage, the 
fact that most of my countrymen are on the other side weakens my 
resolve and impels me to acknowledge the legitimacy of their view. The 
difference between support at, say, 55 per cent versus 45 per cent — 
that is, the different between majority and minority standing — is one 
of kind, not merely of degree. That is not to say that opposition 
evaporates or crawls under a rock when it loses majority standing. But 
its power and relevance are greatly reduced.

Still, those two somewhat mechanistic factors — demographics 
and the Tocqueville effect — beg the deeper question. True, younger 
people favour gay marriage; true, majorities amplify themselves. But 
why do the young feel as they do? Why has gay marriage crossed over 
to majority standing? Here we need to look inside the numbers, as it 
were, and understand the changes in moral thinking which drives them.

Changing Minds by Touching Hearts

In 2012, a public intellectual named David Blankenhorn, the founder 
and president of a pro-family think tank called the Institute for 
American Values (on whose board I sit), switched sides on gay marriage. 
His change of heart was of no mean significance. Beginning in the mid-
2000s, Blankenhorn had emerged as one of America’s two or three 
most articulate and thoughtful opponents of gay marriage. He wrote a 
book arguing that allowing gay couples to marry would push marriage 
dangerously far from its core task of uniting biological parents, 
especially fathers, with their children. In the important court case 
challenging the constitutionality of Proposition 8, California’s ban on 
gay marriage, he was the only expert witness to testify in favour of the 
ban. His reversal, coming on the heels of President Obama’s similar 
announcement, was a dramatic indication of the rethink which was 
going on.

Why the change of heart? Not just, or even mainly, because he had 
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been argued out of his position. Rather, he had come to know gay 
people and gay couples, and had come to understand better their lives 
and aspirations. “I changed my opposition to gay marriage because of 
personal relationships,” he wrote in the Los Angeles Times. “Put simply, 
becoming friends with gay people who were married or wanted to get 
married led me to realise that I couldn’t in good conscience continue to 
oppose it.”

He spoke not just for himself but for millions. When Pew asked 
people, in 2013, why they had changed their minds on gay marriage, 
the response they most often volunteered was that they know someone 
who is gay. Today, Pew finds, 87 per cent report knowing someone who 
is gay or lesbian, and half have a close friend or family member who is 
gay. Where homosexuals used to seem a shadowy menace, they have 
come to be the couple next door, or the colleague at the office. It is 
hard to hate or fear people you know and like. The process of “coming 
out” has proved to be the most potent of all forms of egalitarian 
activism.

Not all Americans, of course, have come to see homosexuality as 
mundane or benign. But not all needed to. What mattered is the “swing 
vote”, the moderates who were never deeply attached to an anti-gay 
agenda on ideological or religious grounds, but who had not in the 
past been comfortable with the idea of homosexuality. Their crossing 
over has been the engine of rapid recent change; and it has been the 
personal, more than the political, which has led them across. Anyone 
who doubts this might look to the testimony of Obama himself, 
explaining his own decision, in May of 2012, to endorse gay marriage: 
“When I meet same-sex couples, and I see how caring they are, how 
much love they have in their hearts, how they’re taking care of their 
kids — when I hear from them the pain they feel that somehow they 
are still considered less than full citizens when it comes to their legal 
rights — then, for me, I think it just has tipped the scales in that 
direction.” 
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This is not to say that ideology and principle play no role. Having 
gay friends and family opens the mind to a new attitude, removing a 
wall of visceral aversion. Argumentation then begins to matter.

Intellectually, a kind of pincer movement occurred. On the one 
side, by the early 2010s it was becoming clear that the arguments 
against gay marriage were losing traction. I believe the reason was that 
opponents could never make their central claim stand up, because they 
could never offer a plausible reason why allowing gays to marry would 
damage straight families. In any event, by about 2010 opponents were 
pivoting away from opposing gay marriage on the merits, and toward 
a suite of secondary arguments which had less to do with marriage 
itself than with knock-on political effects: most commonly, that 
acceptance of gay marriage would lead to diminution of opponents’ 
religious liberty.

The fallback positions are too little, too late. Americans believe, 
correctly, that they can have gay marriage and religious liberty. 
Moreover, same-sex marriage has been in effect in Massachusetts since 
2004, with no visible harm to anyone. Dire predictions have become 
untenable. Among “grass tops” leaders, and increasingly among 
grassroots swing voters, the case against gay marriage has stopped 
making sense.

Even as the objections lost ground, another set of arguments, and 
another style of argumentation, began to win converts. In America, 

“America’s change of heart towards its gay 
citizens is the greatest awakening of mass 
conscience in the United States since the 

civil rights movement of the 1960s.”
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same-sex marriage has always merged two distinct currents of support. 
One is egalitarian and rights-based: denying gay couples the opportunity 
to marry is a violation of equal rights. For years, this was the current 
which gay activists themselves emphasized — generally to poor effect 
in state and national politics. When asked to choose between abstract 
fairness and, say, the welfare of children and families, the swing vote 
went for family values every time.

The other current, by contrast, is communitarian and responsibility-
based. This second strand emphasises that gay couples are fighting not 
to demean or defy bourgeois norms but to conform to them; that they 
are not just demanding rights but requesting responsibilities, to each 
other and their communities. As the writer Nathaniel Frank put it, in 
the Los Angeles Times: 

Marriage is about a couple’s intimate choices, yes, but it’s also 
about the interplay between public recognition and private 
feelings and behaviour. Internalising that the people around us, 
and the law of the land, acknowledge our commitments can 
help us remain steadfast when the going gets tough. 

Looked at this way, marriage is not just a commitment between 
two people but a shared public identity. It is freely chosen but 
ultimately constricts an individual’s freedom in the interest of 
greater goods: that of the couple and that of their community 
and nation.

In other words, centrist Americans who looked at gay marriage 
began to see a conservative cause. They saw not an attack on family 
values but an embrace of them. In this light, opponents’ insistence that 
marriage is defined solely by gender difference and fertility, rather than 
by interpersonal commitment and social obligation, began to ring 
hollow. The “pro-family” knife began to cut the other way. In ballot 
campaigns, pro–gay marriage advertising began foregrounding straight 
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couples praising the loving, stable gay couple next door, rather than 
talking heads and portentous announcers inveighing against unfairness. 
And so the pincers began to close. One side began losing its argument 
while the other found its voice. 

A Moral Miracle

Still, all that said, we have not quite yet touched bottom. What is 
happening in the United States is not merely a rethinking of gay 
marriage. It is something broader and deeper, something which we gay 
Americans find ourselves observing with a combination of awe and joy 
and occasionally disbelief: a comprehensive reimagining of the country’s 
moral relationship with its gay and lesbian citizens.

To understand the tipping of the gay marriage issue, the best polling 
question to look at is not about marriage at all. It is this, asked by 
Gallup: “Do you personally believe gay or lesbian relations are morally 
acceptable or morally wrong?” In 2001, “morally wrong” held a 
13-point advantage (53 to 40). In 2008, however, the lines converged. 
Since then they have crossed and never looked back. By 2013, 59 per 
cent of the public called gay or lesbian relations morally acceptable.

The belief that homosexuality is morally wrong undergirds the 
entire superstructure of stigma and discrimination. The decline of that 
belief spells, inevitably, the collapse of that superstructure. And, indeed, 
the latest Pew poll shows a collapse under way. Today well over half of 
Americans tell Pew they hold a favourable overall opinion of gay men 
and lesbians, where fewer than 40 per cent did as recently as 2003. In 
2004, 60 per cent said they would be upset if their own child were gay 
or lesbian (in 1985 this number was nearly 90 per cent); now only 40 
per cent say they would be unhappy. When the presumption of 
fundamental differentness and invidiousness dissipates, the system of 
policies and attitudes built around that presumption stops looking 
rational or defensible.
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For one gay American — the author of this article — today’s sea-
change is moving, almost overwhelming, to watch. There never really 
was a reasoned case against gay love for gay people, at least not once it 
became clear that gay people really exist, and are not just straights 
with a bad habit. Held up to the light of day, the idea that gay people 
were better off in lives of lonely celibacy (as if that were practical), or 
that we deliberately chose lives of rejection and hardship, or that we 
ought to channel our sexual impulses into rampant promiscuity and 
surreptitious liaisons rather than marriage and family — none of those 
ideas was ever rational or defensible. Until recently, however, most 
straight Americans never did bother examining their assumptions. They 
were content with platitudes and dogmas, not so much because they 
were malevolent as because they were morally lazy and had other things 
on their mind. “Homosexuals? What do they have to do with us?” 
When I first began speaking about gay marriage on radio programs, 
well-intentioned straights, many of them supportive of gay marriage, 
often called in to say, “With crisis X or problem Y facing the country, 
why are we wasting energy on this issue?” They seemed to think I 
should be glad that opposing my marriage wasn’t worth their time.

That disregard, above all, is what changed. The public began paying 
attention to the case that gay people were making. I increasingly found, 
in my appearances on talk radio and my email inbox, that Americans 
were wrestling with their consciences: wondering if, after all, they had 
missed something important. When persistently challenged, they chose, 
at last, not to be lazy. Partly, of course, this was because more people 
had gay friends and family. Partly it was because what gay advocates 
said began to make sense. Partly it was because Americans remain 
committed to their founding creed: All men are created equal.

At the end of the day, however, to me an element of mystery 
remains. America’s change of heart toward its gay citizens is the greatest 
awakening of mass conscience in the United States since the civil rights 
movement of the 1960s, but it was achieved with far less bloodshed 
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and bitterness. It is born of persuasion and love, not violence and hate.

Witnessing this awakening has been the most exhilarating and 
humbling experience of my life. Explaining it completely is, perhaps, 
impossible. Or perhaps I just want completely explaining it to be 
impossible. It feels, after all, like a miracle. n
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It’s hard to remember now, but try. Once upon a time, 
a young president stood on the steps of the Capitol and 
retrod the ground that Al Gore and Jimmy Carter had 
plowed before him: the siren call for an energetic, effective, 
trustworthy government.

“The question we ask today is not whether our 
government is too big or too small, but whether it works”, 
Barack Obama told the crowd. “Where the answer is yes, 
we intend to move forward. Where the answer is no, 
programs will end.” Four years later, Obama pledged to 
“harness new ideas and technology to remake our 
government.” And in July, in San Francisco: “I directed the 
Cabinet to develop an aggressive management agenda for 
my second term that delivers a smarter, more innovative, 
and more accountable government for its citizens.”

Never mind that less than a week before that last 
pledge, the deputy assistant treasury secretary for tax 
policy — yep, a deputy assistant — notified the country, 

The Obama blob
From the Internal Revenue Service to the Justice Department, 
the President has enlarged and then unleashed a sprawling 
bureaucracy that has spun out of control 

By Mary Kissel
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via blog post, that the executive branch unilaterally had decided to 
delay the central part of Obamacare, the president’s crowning legislative 
achievement, because of “the complexity of the requirements and the 
need for more time to implement them effectively”. “Complexity” here 
equals a 2,000-page law that Congress passed to find out what’s in it.

Never mind that, only a few days after that, the Health and Human 
Services Department waived another big batch of Obamacare 
requirements, including the requirement to check an applicant’s income, 
opening up the program to massive fraud, by... burying the news in a 
606-page regulation announcement on a Friday afternoon. None of 
which is constitutional. Or unique.

It’s a story, repeated time and again in the Obama era, and it’s 
becoming clear why: The White House is sitting atop a Jabba-the-Hutt 
size blob of its own creation called the federal bureaucracy, and the 
bureaucratic blob has gone rogue.

Barack Obama blessed the beast. The 111th Congress legislated it, 
then taxed Americans to pay for it. The Affordable Care Act. Dodd–
Frank and its enforcer, the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau. An 
Environmental Protection Agency at war against coal and natural gas. 
Food stamps for the poor and the lower middle classes. Subsidies for 
green energy and college students. Corporate bailouts. Housing 
programs for inner city residents, minorities, and foreclosure “victims.” 
A Federal Reserve that’s kept rates ultra-low for years to prop up the 
economy. And those are just the biggest headlines.

The presidential ego told the man he could manage it all. Recall the 
2004 Democratic convention: “I’m LeBron, baby. I can play on this 
level. I got some game.” The presidential campaign: “This was the 
moment when the rise of the oceans began to slow, and our planet 
began to heal.” The Lincoln-esque cabinet of rivals in the first term. 
The 60 Minutes interview at the end of that term, when Steve Croft 
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asked the president to reflect on his record: “I would put our legislative 
and foreign-policy accomplishments in our first two years against any 
president — with the possible exceptions of Johnson, FDR and Lincoln 
— just in terms of what we’ve gotten done in modern history,” he 
answered. So Obama thinks he’s the fourth most consequential president 
in modern history? Only the fourth?

But vast self-confidence doesn’t explain faith in super-sized 
government. That comes from education and professional experience, 
and a willful ignorance of history. Obama is a far-left ideologue whose 
doctrines were never challenged. He’s a product of the like-minded 
academy at Columbia and Harvard, the Chicago political crowd and 
community organisers. Government must be active. Government must 
protect the lowly and downtrodden. When a farmer in Atkinson, 
Illinois, complained at an August 2011 town hall meeting about all the 
“rules and regulations” raining down on him, what was Obama’s 
answer? “Contact USDA.” Of course.

The Constitution as a constraint? Nah. Again, from the second 
inaugural: “Being true to our founding documents does not require us 
to agree on every contour of life; it does not mean we all define liberty 
in exactly the same way.” This is quite an assertion from a constitutional 
law professor, but it’s not from a man who derided Supreme Court 
justices — an equal branch of government — for protecting all speech, 
personal, corporate, and otherwise, in Citizens United. The Supreme 
Court is a gnat when you’re the smartest guy in the room, if you’ve got 
game.

Obama installed a cadre of like-minded friends to manage the blob: 
Justice Department chief Eric Holder, fixer Valerie Jarrett, United 
Nations ambassador Susan Rice, EPA chief Lisa Jackson, Interior boss 
Ken Salazar. They shared his views, his life experiences, his goals. 
Above all, they believe they aren’t confined by the usual constraints of 
office. They were free to implement a liberal vision unlike any the 
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country had ever seen, and they realised they could target political 
rivals with the blob.

Just in case that direction wasn’t clear, Obama and his staff wafted 
smoke signals to guide the bureaucrats through the political fever 
swamps. The president labelled Tea Party groups “foreign controlled,” 
“problems for democracy,” even “shadowy,” in speeches. Vice President 
Joe Biden dubbed the Tea Party “terrorists.” Karl Rove’s name was 
regularly and darkly invoked. The National Organization for Marriage’s 
tax reforms were mysteriously leaked. Senior White House official 
Austan Goolsbee referenced private information about the tax status of 
Koch Industries at a press briefing.

It was only a matter of time until the ugliness emerged into public 
view. In May, Internal Revenue Service official Lois Lerner belly-flopped 
onto the national stage when she told an American Bar Association 
conference the agency had “made some mistakes”. Meaning: the IRS 
slow-walked hundreds of Tea Party and other conservative groups’ 
applications for tax-exempt status before the 2012 election. A federal 
agency with the power to garnish wages, seize bank accounts, or 
bankrupt Americans with years of litigation hunted political opponents.

There’s no evidence Obama or his closest associates were involved 
in this targeting. But that doesn’t really matter. The IRS blob got the 
message. IRS officials in Cincinnati and their bosses in Washington 
compiled BOLO (Be On the Look Out) lists. Conservative groups like 
the Texas Public Policy Foundation found donor lists mysteriously 
sprayed out to the public in newspapers. Wealthy donors to Mitt 
Romney’s presidential campaign were audited, repeatedly, after their 
names were leaked — again, mysteriously, illegally — to the press. The 
IRS blob was out of control. Try to name another case, on this scale, 
where the anonymous weight of the state turned against average 
Americans. Bet you can’t.
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Then there’s the Justice Department. The New Black Panthers 
allegedly intimidated white voters in Philadelphia? Don’t need to 
prosecute anyone for that. Voter ID laws declared legal by the Supreme 
Court? Sue the states anyway. Attorney General Holder even tried to 
criminalise journalism, signing an affidavit in 2010 to seize Fox News 
reporter James Rosen’s emails, after the television journalist ferreted 
out news about North Korea that the State Department didn’t want 
released. When a public outcry ensued, Obama assigned… Holder to 
investigate Holder. The Justice blob lives.

A little farther down, Tom Perez, Justice’s then–civil rights chief, 
embarked on a crusade to make discrimination without intent illegal — 
never mind what the law says. Every CEO he threatened with lawsuits 
choked up settlement money, some in the multimillion of dollars, to 
avoid being labelled a racist. None admitted guilt. The Supreme Court 
agreed to hear a challenge to the theory. Perez engineered a legal quid 
pro quo to have the case withdrawn. Obama nominated him a few 
months later for Labor Secretary. Coincidence? The most aggressive 
blob leaders get rewarded.

Even smaller agencies like the Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission enlarged the blob. Chairwoman Jacqueline Berrien 
delegated practically all litigation decision to her general counsel. The 
five-member, bipartisan commission? Moot. Forget it. Move on. They 
saw three of 122 cases filed last year. The agency is working on 
criminalising background checks and credit checks, and wants all 
employees to have the right to work from home. The Chicago branch 
office launched a war against partnerships because they dislike the idea 
of millionaires agreeing to mandatory retirement ages. Just because.

Then there’s the ultimate expression of the blob, the Consumer 
Financial Protection Bureau. Congress has no say over what it does. Its 
chief can’t be fired unless he commits an outrageous offense. The 
bureaucrats set their budget, then order the Fed to give them the money. 
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So far the bureau has cozied up to trial lawyers, attacked industries it 
doesn’t like, and declared it too will sue for discrimination without 
intent, just like Perez did at Justice. When its first chief stepped down, 
Obama installed a new one in a recess appointment, while the Senate 
wasn’t in recess. The CFPB blob couldn’t be without a head, even if it’s 
a constitutionally illegal appointment.

Step back from all of this, and Obama’s vision of a smarter state 
has vanished — except in his rhetoric — and only its bigness remains. 
Oh, and its corruption, and scandals. America’s 44th president is 
starting to look not unlike its 39th, if not worse. And if in the fullness 
of time, history judges him that way, you can blame it on the blob. n
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The American relationship with Australia is 
unique. Although the “special relationship” with the 
United Kingdom is widely regarded as America’s closest 
partnership, friction has dogged the alliance. From 
tensions over strategy and empire and World War II to 
the Suez crisis in 1956 and the recent return of Winston 
Churchill’s bust from the Oval Office, British–American 
relations have been far from smooth. 

In contrast, the post–World War II history of the US–
Australian relationship has been strong and mutually 
beneficial. Beginning with the Battle of the Coral Sea in 
1942, it was followed by an agreed strategy throughout 
that war, then side-by-side combat in Korea in the 1950s, 
Vietnam in the 1960s, and the Middle East since the early 
1990s. When New Zealand’s narrow nationalistic view 
of nuclear weapons and nuclear propulsion on US naval 
ships took it out of the ANZUS alliance in 1985, 
Australia’s wider and more responsible view stood in 
strong contrast.

What Washington  
expects of Australia
It is imperative that Canberra thinks clearly and coldly  
about what the national interest requires with respect to China 

By Dennis Blair

CoverSTORY
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So what of the future? Australia is currently undertaking Alliance 
21, a project led by the United States Studies Centre at the University 
of Sydney. The project is a careful and comprehensive consideration 
of the relationship between Australia and the United States. It is 
worth describing the value and security contribution of the alliance 
for the future from the US point of view.

American expectations of its alliance with Australia are both 
global and regional and it is important not to neglect the global 
aspect. Only a few nations feel a responsibility to support the formal 
and informal agreements, understandings, and practices that underlie 
the global economic and security order from which all nations benefit. 
Fewer still are willing to spend diplomatic capital and effort, economic 
resources, and military deployments to support them. 

The international order is not a Pax Americana nor is it the 
orderly and lawful world envisioned in the United Nations charter. It 
is a much more modest, but vital, construct in which there are limits 
on aggressive international and brutal domestic behaviour, and in 
which dictators are contained, and on occasion removed, from power. 
It is an order in which massive suffering is relieved. On the economic 
side, it is a general commitment to freer trade and to making 
compromises in economic disputes in the interest of greater common 
prosperity. It is an order in which international cooperation is 
expected to deal with crosscutting common dangers from global 
warming and environmental pollution to drug dealing and 
international crime.

The US counts on Australia, as one of the handful of countries 
that feels a responsibility for supporting these arrangements, and for 
contributing real resources, commensurate with its size, to address 
challenges to the order when they break out.

Australia plays this role in concert with the US and similarly 
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committed countries in many different ways. US and Australian 
ambassadors and their country teams work closely together in the 
world’s trouble spots and in the headquarters of international 
organisations; Australian military commanders and their staffs and 
units continually plan and exercise with American regional commands; 
Australian intelligence agencies and their American counterparts 
continually compare views of developments in the world.

The Australian embassy in Washington DC coordinates actions 
continually with US departments and agencies across the full range of 
issues, as does the American embassy in Australia, and Australian 
officials in Canberra are in constant direct communication with 
counterparts in Washington. Only a few countries have this dense 
network of relationships with the US government. They have 
developed and can continue to exist only because of a common view 
of the world’s challenges and a commitment to work on them together. 

The alliance’s regional aspect has elements of the global 
relationship but separate characteristics. Australia is not America’s 
deputy for its part of the world. Rather, Washington counts on 
Canberra to keep close watch on South-East Asia and Oceania, to 
develop policy responses to crises that arise, confident that they will 
be policies and responses that the US will share and support. This 
sequence played out in the important developments in Indonesia from 
1998 to 2002. At the time, profound changes in Indonesia were afoot 
as that country lost confidence and patience in the increasingly corrupt 

“It would be foolhardy from a security 
viewpoint for either Australia or the 
US to allow the Chinese market to 

dominate its economic future.”
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and out-of-touch regime of President Suharto.

US policy saw Jakarta through the distorted lenses of the Asian 
financial crisis and human rights abuses that had curtailed military 
relations. Australia’s view was more complete, seeing opportunities 
for profound and positive change in Indonesia. As early as March 
1999, while the US ban on military interchanges was still in effect, 
Australian officers held a major conference with Indonesian military 
officers on the subject of the role of the armed forces in a democracy. 
Australian prime minister John Howard’s government convinced 
President Bacharuddin Jusuf Habibie to call a referendum on the 
future of East Timor and then led an international peacekeeping force 
to give that new country a chance to become an independent nation 
state. Washington eventually came to share the Australian assessment 
of the situation and its possibilities. The US joined the peacekeeping 
forces, albeit formally separate from the UN command structure, and 
became a strong supporter of the new democratic Indonesia.

The Indonesian example was the most important of recent years, 
but it is not unique. On issues from the 2006 coup in Fiji to dealing 
with the South-East Asian aspects of the threat from al Qaeda and its 
affiliates, it is Australia that has both the granular and general 
understanding of the countries and relationships in the region and 
policy instincts that are common with those of the US. Without 
Australia’s influence, American policy in the region would be more 
influenced by habits of thinking and precedents from other regions in 
which its central policymakers spend more of their time. Transpositions 
like that never lead to good policy.

The most controversial issue in the US–Australia relationship is 
how to deal with a rapidly rising China. From a global perspective, 
few Australians would prefer the Beijing order to the Washington 
order. However, from a regional perspective, Beijing’s growing power 
and influence are simply a reality. In addition, the bilateral trade 
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between Australia and China is coming to dominate Canberra’s 
economic considerations. Serious Australians publicly worry about 
Canberra being forced to choose between the US and China, between 
their traditional security ally and their dominant new export market. 

From the US point of view, there is less to this dilemma than meets 
the eye. After all, America also has strong economic ties with China. 
America strongly favours China’s integration into the world economy 
and believes it will lead to mutual benefit. Neither the US nor Australia 
believes that China’s view of economic relations is the same as its 
own. Despite its membership in the World Trade Organization, China 
does not hesitate to wield its economic muscle to support its security 
and development objectives. China’s theft of intellectual property 
from American and other international companies is rampant. 
Australian citizens have been arrested and jailed for business practices 
that only China considers crimes. To pressure Japan and the 
Philippines, China has restricted the export of rare earth metals, 
permitted, if not encouraged, nationalistic boycotts of Japanese 
automobiles and other goods, and cut off imports from the Philippines. 

Despite these challenges, American and Australian companies are 
increasingly making profits in China. However, it would be foolhardy 
from a security viewpoint for either country to allow the Chinese 
market to dominate its economic future. China will not hesitate to 
use what influence it has for all it security objectives. It would also be 
unwise from a purely economic viewpoint to become dependent on 
the Chinese market, since the economic future of China is increasingly 
uncertain. 

The Chinese economic formula of the past — export of 
manufactured goods with cheap labour, heavy government 
infrastructure investment, foreign direct investment and scant 
consideration of environmental impacts — cannot be sustained in the 
future. Chinese wages are rising rapidly, its workforce is beginning to 



Dennis Blair

American 27 Review

CoverSTORY

shrink, there are fewer opportunities for productive infrastructure 
investment, international companies are looking elsewhere to invest 
and build and Chinese popular opinion is demanding a cleaner 
environment. Chinese economists and some of its leaders know that 
it must shift to an economy based more on private companies, 
domestic consumption, and best environmental practices, but 
entrenched interests — state owned enterprises, local governments — 
and a consensus-style of leadership will make change difficult. 
Therefore purely from an economic point of view, heavy dependence 
on the Chinese market does not make sense. In order to avoid 
dangerous dependence on a single national economy, Australia should 
seek diversity in its export markets.

From a regional perspective, Americans would find it difficult to 
understand economic relations with China causing Australia to draw 
closer to China’s view of the future of the Asia-Pacific region. That 
Chinese view is based entirely on a narrow nationalist concept of the 
region, rather than the concept of promotion of common goods that 
the United States favoured during the period when its ability to 
dominate the region was unchallenged. The Chinese view includes 
territorial claims that all its neighbours consider excessive, exclusive 
economic zones that maritime nations consider too restrictive, 
tolerance of brutal regimes such as North Korea and Myanmar, and a 
preference for bilateral relations based on relative power balances 
over international approaches that are based on common standards 
and common goods.

“In order to avoid dangerous 
dependence on a single national 
economy, Australia should seek 
diversity in its export markets.”
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The US is not advocating a strategy of containing China, to check 
all increases in Chinese power and influence. Rather Washington, 
with the support of most of China’s neighbours, is supporting policies 
of solving disputes by peaceful means, without military and economic 
coercion, based on compromise and common principles, but supported 
by a common resolve to oppose unilateral attempts by China to gain 
advantage. This also is the most prudent and consistent approach for 
Australia to take.

As it looks to the 21st century, Australia can take comfort from 
the successes of the past. In the 20th century, Australia and the US 
resisted unilateral military attempts to gain national advantage in 
East Asia, while sharing peaceful economic and diplomatic power and 
influence. They halted and defeated Japanese military aggression and 
then welcomed peaceful Japanese development and increased 
authority and influence. They opposed Soviet aggression and have 
been ready to cooperate with Russia on many issues. China’s rise 
brings a new set of challenges, but there are many grounds for 
optimism. China is nationalistic, and smarts from the consequences 
of its historical weakness, but it does not have the internationally 
aggressive communist ideology of the Soviet Union, or the sense of 
racial superiority and entitlement of imperialist Japan. China has bet 
its future on economic growth based on economic engagement with 
the world, and knows it needs a peaceful international environment 
to support that engagement. China’s rhetorical commitment to 
democracy in the long term, however belied by its current practices, 
may in fact be realized by a more prosperous and assertive citizenry. 
The single-party majority Chinese Taiwan transitioned peacefully to 
democracy, and one-party majority Chinese Singapore is changing. 
Australia and the US should remain true to their historical commitment 
to open governments and open international systems.

Americans welcome the Australian review of our relationship 
under the Alliance 21 process. I recall a conversation not long ago at 
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an event commemorating the Battle of the Coral Sea. My young 
Australian interlocutor had no idea of the significance of that battle, 
nor did he know much about the more recent wars in Korea and 
Vietnam. Nonetheless, he felt that the US and Australia had a future 
together based on a common outlook and a common set of objectives. 
The US–Australian alliance need not rely on a dimming past for its 
justifications. It has a shared, vibrant, and bright future. n
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In January 2009, shortly before his first 
inauguration, Barack Obama paid a visit to The 
Washington Post editorial board. The economy was 
unravelling, the financial system was at risk, and the 
president-elect was focused on proposals on how to 
engineer a short-term rescue. But even in the midst of 
crisis, Obama recognised that the United States would 
have to reform its entitlement programs if it were to 
avoid descending into long-term, unsustainable debt.

“This, by the way, is where there are going to be 
some very difficult choices, and issues of sacrifice and 
responsibility and duty are going to come in, because 
what we have done is kicked this can down the road”, 
the senator from Illinois told us. “We’re at the end of the 
road. And we are not in a position to kick it any further.”

Here was a leader, in other words, who understood 
the imperative of reform in an ageing society. He knew 
how difficult such reform would be politically, but he 

Can democracy 
overcome demography?
Entitlement spending is on an unsustainable trajectory 
— reform is urgently needed to deal with an ageing America 

By Fred Hiatt
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also understood how essential it was.

Five and a half years later, there has been essentially no structural 
reform. Obama has presided over the enactment of a vast new 
entitlement — the Affordable Care Act, also known as Obamacare — 
and that legislation contained some useful, if tentative, first stabs at 
restraining the growth of health care costs. But the “difficult choices” 
he promised — or warned of — have yet to materialise. It turns out 
there was more road for can-kicking after all.

How could this have happened? Given the poisonous partisanship 
in Washington these days, it’s not surprising that whom you ask 
determines the answers you get, from alleged Obama cowardice to 
alleged Republican intransigence, with many variations along the 
way. The blame game can make for hours of not-so-pleasant 
entertainment.

But whatever the personalities and political alignments of this 
particular moment in Washington, the can-kicking points to a question 
that is bigger than Obama; that is bigger than George W. Bush, who 
similarly failed to put entitlements on a more sustainable foundation; 
that is not limited to the United States. The big question is this: As 
lifespans increase and fertility declines in most industrialised nations, 
will their governments muster the political will to safeguard the 
future?

To put it another way: Can democracy, which has risen to so 
many challenges, overcome demography?

If that question strikes you as overly dramatic, consider that 
much of the industrialised world is facing a prospect unprecedented 
in human history: a decline of population due not to war or plague 
but to increased longevity and a voluntary decrease in childbearing.
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The United Nations report on global population trends released 
last month tells the story starkly. In what the UN refers to as “the 
more developed regions”, the population aged 60 and over will 
increase one per cent per year, from 287 million in 2013 to 417 million 
at mid-century, and then 1.1 per cent per year to reach 440 million 
by 2100.

The number of older people will grow even faster in the developing 
world, from 554 million this year to 1.6 billion in 2050 and 2.5 billion 
in 2100.

But there are two key differences. In the developed world, the 
working-age population — defined by the UN as men and women 
aged to 25 to 59 — will peak this year at 608 million people and will 
begin to decline next year. By 2050 there will only be 553 million 
people in that age cohort, the UN predicts, and by the turn of the 
century only 504 million.

Meanwhile, fertility has dropped in many of these countries to 
astonishing lows. Replacement rate — the number of children per 
woman needed to maintain a stable population count — is 2.1. In 
South Korea, the ratio as of 2010 was 1.23; in Poland, 1.33; in Japan, 
1.34; in Australia, 1.89.

Barring major shifts in migration patterns, these trends have two 
inescapable consequences. One is that many countries will shrink. 

“As life spans increase and fertility declines 
in most industrialised nations, 

will their governments muster the 
political will to safeguard the future?”
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Japan, for example, which increased from about 82 million during 
the US occupation to 130 million will dwindle to 108 million by mid-
century and all the way back to 84 million by 2100.

The other consequence, even in countries whose populations 
won’t decline or won’t decline as much, will be fewer and fewer 
working people to support each retiree. That is true of countries that 
have plenty of workers today, like Turkey, which will go from 9.9 
workers per retiree in 2008 to 3.2 in 2050. It is true of countries in 
the middle of the pack, like the United States, where the ratio will 
decline from 4.7 to 2.6. It is true for the average of all industrialised 
nations in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, which will decline from 4.2 to 2.1.

And it is true of countries that find themselves at the other end of 
the scale today, the most extreme of which is Japan. With only 2.8 
workers per retiree today, Japan by 2050 will have 1.2 for one.

Think about that for a moment: That’s essentially one for one: 
one person aged 20 to 64 for every person 65 and older. What will 
that mean for society? What will happen to entrepreneurship and 
innovation, to risk-taking and creativity? What kind of priorities 
emerge in a country in which old people outnumber children?

We don’t know, because we’ve never experienced anything of this 
kind. But from what is happening already, we can imagine where 
things might go. In advanced economies, as the International Monetary 
Fund classifies them, spending on public pensions has increased from 
5 per cent of GDP in 1970 to 8.5 per cent in 2010. That’s retirement 
costs only, not health care for the elderly — and, the IMF adds in its 
usual dry way, over the next 20 years the “cumulative fiscal cost of 
projected spending increases is large”.

What does that mean in practical terms? Quite consistently since 
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World War II, the United States government has spent the equivalent 
of 4 per cent of the nation’s annual economic output on what the 
budget geeks call “non-defense discretionary” programs. That means 
pretty much everything the government does outside of Medicare and 
Medicaid, Social Security, and the Pentagon. It means, in other words, 
national parks and highways, Alzheimer’s research and food safety, 
early childhood education and college loans. It means, in a very real 
sense, the nation’s investment in its future. Over the next ten years, 
according to the Congressional Budget Office, it is slated to decline 
to 2.7 per cent of GDP.

Third Way, a centrist think tank in Washington, portrays the same 
trend this way: When John F. Kennedy was president, spending on 
public investments — research, infrastructure, education — was two 
and a half times greater than spending on entitlements. By the early 
1970s, entitlement spending was about equal to spending on 
investments. Today entitlement spending is three times greater — with 
the trend lines pointing to wider and wider disparities.

The Urban Institute, a liberal think tank, examined the same 
numbers in generational terms. Its analysis doesn’t tell the whole 
story, because it doesn’t include state and local spending, much of 
which goes to schools. But its numbers are sobering nonetheless, and 
the trends are inescapable. In 2011, the institute found, ten per cent 
of federal spending went to children, while 41 per cent went to the 
elderly and disabled portions of Medicare, Medicaid and Social 
Security. Over the next ten years, spending on children will drop to 8 
per cent of the budget, if policies remain constant, while the entitlement 
piece will grow to 51 per cent.

All of this is, to some extent, inevitable and even desirable. The 
evolution of public pensions, such as the New Deal implementation 
of Social Security, has gone a long way toward ending the scourge of 
elderly poverty; we don’t want to go backwards on that. The Great 
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Society addition of Medicare has meant few old people have to go 
without health care; that, too, should be irreversible.

But there is a very real question of whether our ageing societies 
will be able to carve out enough resources to invest in the future — in 
the education, research, and infrastructure essential to economic 
growth. 

One reason to worry is that many of the statistics cited above 
very likely understate the scope of the problem, because nations, 
private corporations, and state and provincial governments are all 
underfunding their pension obligations. Just last month, Moody’s 
Investors Service, the private credit rating firm, calculated that state 
governments in the United States are accounting for only 48 per cent 
of their pension obligations, well below the (already dismal) 74 per 
cent that they claim to have provided. The 100 biggest corporate 
defined-benefit pension funds face a similarly enormous shortfall, 
amounting to 1.5 per cent of GDP, according to the IMF.

A second reason to worry is that the political pressure will only 
grow as the population ages. The median age in Germany will have 
risen from 37 in 1980 to 52 in 2050; the comparable rise in Japan 
will be from 33 to 54. In the United States, one-sixth of eligible voters 
were senior citizens in 2012; in 2024, one-quarter will be. How many 
of them will vote their grandchildren’s interests? Even pension 
cutbacks already adopted, and factored into national budget 
projections, may be at risk, as the IMF notes: “As these reforms take 
effect, political pressure to reverse them could mount”. 

It’s important to note this isn’t just a problem of democracies. 
With its enforced one-child policy, China will uniquely among nations 
grow old before it grows rich, with the share of those over 60 
increasing from 14 per cent this year to 33 per cent by 2050. Even if 
multi-party democracy has not bloomed by then — maybe especially 
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if China is not a democracy by then — its government, lacking 
legitimacy, may be even more susceptible to populist pressure than 
America’s, Germany’s, or Australia’s.

But that is small comfort to those who worry about democracies’ 
ability to adjust to demographic trends and invest for the future. If a 
nation is spending profligately and borrowing unwisely, fiscal hawks 
may expect market forces — rising interest rates, fleeing creditors — 
to eventually force a correction. But if the problem is a gradual tilting 
of resources toward the aged and away from productive investment, 
a slow decline in the quality of higher education or research and 
development, what forcing mechanism might reverse the momentum? 
On the contrary, one can easily imagine such a decline becoming a 
vicious cycle, in which young adults decide that having more than 
one child, or having any at all, is not a rational choice in a nation 
with narrowing prospects and fewer and fewer resources going to the 
younger generation.

One forcing mechanism might be political leadership in the old-
fashioned sense — politicians who would put the long-term interest 
of the country ahead of their electoral prospects, or who would try to 
protect both by educating voters on the need for, say, pension reform. 
That is why the Obama of 2008, with his frequent promise to make 
“the hard choices”, inspired hope; it was why hope was also invested 
in Representative Paul Ryan, the Republican vice presidential nominee 
of 2012 who understands as well as anyone the need for entitlement 
reform. But Ryan’s budget plans consistently postpone any pain for 
the elderly, preferring over the next decade to squeeze the younger 
poor (who, a cynic might point out, do not vote in as large numbers). 
And for Obama, entitlement reform has consistently been next on the 
to-do list, never quite rising to the top.

Demography is not destiny. Immigration patterns can change. 
Political courage can surface in the most unexpected places and at 
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the most unexpected times. Japan might find new ways to integrate 
women into its work force. Europe might get creative in encouraging 
older people to keep working. The United States could reform its 
entitlement programs. Democracies have a way of surprising 
themselves just when things seem gloomiest.

But it would be nice if the surprises began turning up soon. The 
longer ageing societies wait to tackle the looming problems, the more 
draconian the solutions must be — and the greater the political 
resistance. n
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The election of Iran’s new president, Hassan 
Rouhani, has been greeted with cynicism. Critics say that 
President Rouhani will change little. Some even suggest 
that he could make things worse. Yet the election of the 
new Iranian president is a profoundly hopeful moment. 
He is sensible, pragmatic, and well connected in the heart 
of the Tehran establishment. 

If the United States and the West are looking for a 
negotiating partner, President Rouhani is ideal. He is 
more than ready to make concessions, and he is happy to 
strike a deal which — in all probability — would win the 
assent of Ayatollah Khamenei, Iran’s Supreme Leader.

However, the new President is no Western stooge. He 
will be a tough adversary indeed, and expect the other 
side to make important concessions in return. In 
particular, he will never give in to US demands to 
surrender what he regards as Iran’s inalienable right to 
enrich uranium for peaceful nuclear power. But that does 

A thaw in the 
US–Persian Cold War
Washington and the West should recognise Iran’s right to 
peaceful nuclear enrichment and do business with the new leader 

By Peter Oborne and David Morrison
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not mean he is a fanatic, as so much recent commentary implies. He 
is ready to talk, and more than happy to do deals with the West. 

How do we know all this? Because it comes from the horse’s 
mouth. We have spoken to Western diplomats who dealt very closely 
with Rouhani during the crucial two-year period between October 
2003 and August 2005, when he headed his country’s nuclear 
negotiating team and Iran came closer to striking a deal than before 
or since.

They have told us that they regarded Rouhani as reliable, 
trustworthy and a man of his word — contrary to the established 
western narratives that Iranian negotiators conducted themselves like 
villainous cheats. Here is former British foreign secretary Jack Straw, 
quoted in the Daily Telegraph, who met Rouhani many times during 
his term: “Rouhani is naturally courteous, respectful, and engaged. 
He’s straightforward and pragmatic to deal with — but intensely 
protective of Iran, its people and of the Islamic revolution.”

They have also told us that while he was in charge, it was the 
West — and not Iran — which showed bad faith in negotiations. It is 
impossible to understand the nature of the current stand-off between 
the West and Iran without a full grasp of the events which took place 
when Rouhani was head of Iran’s nuclear negotiating team.

During this period, talks were taking place with Britain, France, 
and Germany (the EU3). These negotiations had a remit that went far 
beyond the nuclear issue, extending to economic, technological, and 
security co-operation as well. 

The Paris Agreement, signed on 15 November 2004, laid down a 
roadmap for negotiations on the nuclear issue. It specified that the 
EU3 recognise Iran’s rights under the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation 
of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) and that the arrangements to be negotiated 
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“will provide objective guarantees that Iran’s nuclear program is 
exclusively for peaceful purposes”. 

In return, Iran agreed to suspend its nuclear enrichment-related 
activities “on a voluntary basis” as a confidence building measure and 
to maintain the suspension “while negotiations proceed”. It was in 
this context that Iran suspended enrichment-related activities during 
Rouhani’s time as chief nuclear negotiator.

The Paris Agreement was, in effect, a deal. By signing it, the EU3 
appeared to accept the continuation of Iran’s nuclear program, 
including enrichment, once “objective guarantees” were put in place 
to give confidence to the outside world that the program was 
exclusively for peaceful purposes. 

Sadly, the EU broke its side of the agreement. Seyed Hossein 
Mousavian was the spokesman for the Iranian negotiating team while 
Rouhani headed it. In his book The Iranian Nuclear Crisis, he reports 
that at a meeting in Geneva on 25 May 2005, Rouhani warned the 
European negotiators three times that “any proposal that excluded 
enrichment would be rejected in advance”. 

According to Mousavian, “the EU’s positive stance was taken as 
a sign of willingness to support enrichment in Iran.” However, it soon 
became clear that the EU3 had been acting in bad faith, and were in 
reality not in the least bit interested in devising appropriate “objective 
guarantees” under which enrichment would continue. Their objective 
was to force Iran to cease enrichment and related activities 
permanently. This materialised in a proposal from the EU3 to Iran on 
5 August 2005.

There is no doubt that the US was behind this change in stance. 
According to Mousavian, the British were completely open with him 
about this — he claims that John Sawers, now head of MI6, told him 
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explicitly that “Washington would never tolerate the operation of 
even one centrifuge in Iran”.

The EU3 thus broke the commitment they had made in the Paris 
Agreement to recognise Iran’s right under the NPT to uranium 
enrichment, subject to “objective guarantees”. At the insistence of 
Washington, Iran was invidiously singled out as the only party to the 
NPT that was forbidden to have enrichment on its own soil. It wasn’t 
a surprise therefore that Iran rejected the EU3 proposals out of hand. 
With that, an historic opportunity was lost for Europe to come to a 
comprehensive settlement with Iran on a wide range of matters, 
including its nuclear program.

More than once during these negotiations, Iran made proposals 
to the EU3 offering “objective guarantees” that their nuclear program 
would be exclusively for peaceful means. An offer made on 23 March 
2005 at a meeting in the Quai D’Orsay in Paris was the most 
comprehensive and significant. It included two measures which would 
have greatly reduced the possibility that Iran could produce either 
high enriched uranium or plutonium, the fissile material for nuclear 
weapons:

i.	 Immediate conversion of all low enriched uranium to fuel 
rods for power reactors, to preclude the possibility of 
further enrichment to high enriched uranium;

ii.	No reprocessing of spent fuel rods, thereby precluding the 
production of plutonium; 

They also volunteered to limit the level of enrichment and the 
volume of enriched uranium to be produced and proposed that there 
be continuous on-site presence of IAEA inspectors at the conversion 
and enrichment facilities. Nevertheless, the EU3 did not accept the 
plan as a basis for negotiation, simply leaving it to wither on the vine.
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On another occasion, Iran suggested that the International Atomic 
Energy Agency (IAEA) — after all, the acknowledged specialist in 
these matters — be asked to suggest appropriate “objective 
guarantees”. President Chirac of France agreed that the IAEA was 
“in the best position to define such mechanisms” but the proposal 
was dropped because the US was opposed.

It is reasonable to conclude that the EU states were not interested 
in devising “objective guarantees that Iran’s nuclear program is 
exclusively for peaceful purposes”. Their goal was to halt permanently 
the core elements of the program — uranium enrichment and related 
activities.

Indeed this objective has been explicitly acknowledged by one of 
the negotiators. Peter Jenkins was the UK ambassador to the IAEA 
during this period, and involved in these EU3 negotiations with Iran. 
In January last year, he confirmed that Iran offered significant 
additional safeguards in 2005 and acknowledged:

With hindsight, that offer should have been snapped up. It 
wasn’t, because our objective was to put a stop to all 
enrichment in Iran. That has remained the West’s aim ever 
since, despite countless Iranian reminders that they are 
unwilling to be treated as a second-class party to the NPT. 

This remark is unimpeachable evidence that the obstacle to a 
settlement with Iran in 2005 was the refusal of the EU3 to recognise 

“Rouhani won’t surrender what he regards 
as Iran’s inalienable right to enrich 

uranium for peaceful nuclear power.”
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Iran’s right under the NPT to enrichment. By contrast, Iran’s flexibility 
in this period when Rouhani headed its negotiating team is not in 
doubt; the dogmatism which stood in the way of a settlement in 2005 
had its roots in Washington (and London, Paris and Berlin), not in 
Tehran.

What happened next was inevitable. Over time, Iran restarted the 
various nuclear activities it had voluntarily suspended during the 
negotiations. The resumption was authorised by President Mohammad 
Khatami and began just before Mahmoud Ahmadinejad took over 
from him as Iranian president on 3 August 2005.

Later, Iran also ceased its voluntary adherence to the so-called 
Additional Protocol, thereby reducing the IAEA’s rights of access, 
which is why the IAEA has less access today than it had in 2005. 
Shortly after he came to power, President Ahmadinejad made the most 
remarkable offer of all regarding Iran’s nuclear activities. In a speech 
to the United Nations General Assembly on 17 September 2005, he 
suggested that Iran’s enrichment program be managed by an 
international consortium, with Iran agreeing to shared ownership 
with other countries. This offer was also ignored by the EU and the 
US.

The lesson from the failed negotiations in 2005 is that any 
proposal that excludes enrichment will be rejected in advance, as 
Rouhani warned the European negotiators in Geneva in May 2005. 
Unfortunately the current negotiating position of the so called “P5 
plus 1” negotiating team — the US, Russia, China, United Kingdom, 
France, and Germany — demands that Iran must abandon enrichment 
in return for any concessions. This is a hopeless position, which 
guarantees that talks must fail because it denies Iran its rights as a 
signatory of the NPT, and treats it as a second-class citizen of the 
world community. 
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Though there are faults on both sides, this refusal to acknowledge 
Iran’s basic right to peaceful nuclear enrichment remains the most 
fundamental stumbling block to any resolution of the nuclear 
argument. It was the main reason why the recent negotiations in 
Almaty, Kazakhstan, proved fruitless.

Much of the problem stems from an obstinate refusal of the West 
to acknowledge Iran’s rights under the non-proliferation treaty, the 
core text of which provides the basis for all the arguments and 
disputes about Iran’s nuclear ambitions. 

It is a very strange, unbalanced and ultimately unfair treaty, which 
places diametrically opposite obligations on states. It divided its 
signatories into two categories, those who possessed nuclear weapons 
prior to 1 January 1967 and those who didn’t, and placed very 
different obligations on states in each category.

Those in the first category were permitted to sign the Treaty and 
keep their nuclear weapons. Five states — China, France, Russia, the 
UK, and the US — qualified for this extraordinary privilege. Under 
Article VI, they undertook “to pursue negotiations in good faith on 
effective measures relating … to nuclear disarmament”, but no 
deadline is specified. In the 40 years since the NPT came into 
operation, none of these states has given up its nuclear weapons. 

The second category, “non-nuclear-weapon” states, was forbidden 
under Article II of the treaty to acquire nuclear weapons. The “nuclear-
weapon” states were allowed to keep their nuclear weapons but did 
not have to accept IAEA monitoring of their nuclear activities. By 
contrast, the non-nuclear-weapon states were forbidden to acquire 
nuclear weapons and were obliged to accept IAEA monitoring. 

However, in return for surrendering their right to manufacture 
nuclear weapons, the non-nuclear-weapon states were granted the 



Peter Oborne and David Morrison

American 45 Review

CoverSTORY

right to develop nuclear technology for exclusively peaceful purposes. 

Article IV (1) of the Treaty makes this completely clear: 

Nothing in this Treaty shall be interpreted as affecting the 
inalienable right of all the Parties to the Treaty to develop 
research, production, and use of nuclear energy for peaceful 
purposes without discrimination…

If the United States and Europe were ready to adhere to the 
provisions of the NPT and accept that Iran has a right to uranium 
enrichment under the NPT, then a solution to the nuclear stand-off 
between Iran and the West could readily be found.

No progress is possible unless the West acknowledges this point. 
Happily there are some signs that President Obama’s new 
administration may be ready to be flexible. In June 2009, John Kerry, 
then chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, told the 
Financial Times that under the NPT Iran had “a right to peaceful 
nuclear power and to enrichment in that purpose”. 

If such views became the US policy propounded by Secretary of 
State Kerry in 2013, then prospects for a settlement with Iran on the 
nuclear issue would be excellent. 

So there is every reason to feel hopeful that the Iranian elections 
can open the way to a full resolution of the Iranian nuclear problem. 
If that is indeed the case, any deal will look very similar to the one 
offered by Iranian presidential hopeful Hassan Rouhani in 2005 — 
and rejected out of hand on the orders of George Bush. n
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Ever since the Obama administration announced that all US ground 
troops would be withdrawn from Afghanistan by the end of 2014, I 
have argued against calling this an “endgame”. After all, according 
to the plan, America would in fact retain huge air bases and many 
thousands of Special Forces and military advisors in Afghanistan until 
at least 2024, when the present military co-operation agreement with 
the Karzai government expires.

July, however, saw the emergence of the possibility of a real US 
endgame in Afghanistan next year. White House officials issued semi-
official statements that the US may imitate the USSR in 1989 and 

A real Afghan “endgame”
Complete withdrawal in good order and in 

good time may well be the best option available
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withdraw all its forces from Afghanistan in 2014. This is not yet an 
order to abandon the ship of US Afghan strategy, but it is a strong 
indication that important parts of the Obama administration think 
that the ship is already in effect a wreck. 

Out of all the effort, the lives and the money expended in 
Afghanistan since 2001, the only clear success has been the death 
of Osama bin Laden and the crippling damage inflicted on the old 
core of al Qaeda. That is, of course, no small achievement; it was 
to destroy al Qaeda in response to 9/11 that the US went to war in 
Afghanistan in 2001, not for the sake of building a new Afghan state 
or even, in the first instance, to destroy the Taliban.

 Everything else has therefore in a sense been mission creep on 
an enormous scale. The problem is that the mission did indeed creep, 
and that the US will inevitably be judged by the world not only on 
its success against al Qaeda, but also on the circumstances in which 
Americans leave and the kind of Afghanistan they leave behind. 

The latest statements from Washington are not only an implicit 
admission that the Taliban cannot be defeated in their heartlands (in 
Pakistan as well as Afghanistan). This has been obvious for a long 
time, and has been long acknowledged in statements by US and other 
soldiers and officials stressing the need for a political solution.

 Equally importantly, the latest US remarks are an expression 
of utter exasperation with its own side in this struggle: the Karzai 
government that the US and the West created and has funded and 

“The notion of the Taliban 
sweeping to power in post-US 
Kabul is relatively unlikely.”
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supported all these years. Moreover, they reflect deep concerns about 
whether the entire rickety edifice of the existing Afghan state and 
army can survive next year’s combination of the withdrawal of US 
ground troops and the Afghan presidential elections, which are certain 
to be both deeply corrupt and bitterly contested and risk producing 
a president who lacks all legitimacy, even among most people on the 
anti-Taliban side.

The Obama administration is now engaged in a rather desperate 
effort to save whatever can still be saved from the wreckage of Western 
hopes and plans in Afghanistan. Whatever one’s criticisms of past US 
policies, they deserve the support of the US political elites and allies. 
The two key goals are to preserve as much US military prestige as 
possible and to leave behind a situation in Afghanistan which will 
allow US troops to leave with reasonable order and dignity. The 
ultimate nightmare is of pictures like those from Saigon in 1975. 

Until recently, US fears were focused on a Taliban victory, but, in 
fact, the notion of the Taliban sweeping to power in Kabul, while not 
impossible, is relatively unlikely given the forces opposed to them both 
within Afghanistan and in Afghanistan’s region. My own judgement 
would be that if the war continues, the Taliban will sweep the great 
majority of the Pashtun areas of Afghanistan, but that they will face 
great resistance — backed by Russia, India and Iran, if not the US — 
if they try to conquer Kabul and the non-Pashtun nationalities.

What has gradually dawned on Washington, however, is that the 
Taliban are not the only threat to any US soldiers and officials who 
remain in Afghanistan after the withdrawal of US ground forces. 
These will be in danger not only from Taliban attack, but also from 
an implosion of the Western-backed side if next year’s elections fail 
to produce a legitimate result, or if Hamid Karzai decides to violate 
the constitution and stay on as president. The consequence might well 
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be violent divisions within the Kabul political elite and the Afghan 
National Army.

 In Kandahar and Helmand, the result might be a withdrawal 
of US advisors and Special Forces in the face of a victorious Taliban 
offensive. In Kabul, residual US and Western forces might find 
themselves in a scrambling evacuation from the midst of a civil war 
between different forces on “our” side. From the point of view of US 
military prestige, it is hard to say which would be worse.

Hence the new US push for peace talks with the Taliban, but 
also the suggestion of complete US withdrawal next year. In the first 
instance, this suggestion is intended as a means of pressure on the 
Karzai administration to accept a peace process with the Taliban — 
even though, to judge by the remarks of every single figure close to 
the Taliban with whom I have spoken, any successful process would 
inevitably lead to the complete removal of President Karzai and his 
clan from power in Afghanistan.

But if Karzai and his followers continue to resist, or if no peace 
settlement with the Taliban proves possible, then a withdrawal of 
every single Western soldier next year may also be the only way to 
leave with dignity and avoid a complete, bloody, and humiliating 
scuttle further down the line. 

In the 19th century, the British lost a whole army in Afghanistan in 
1842, and the best part of another one at Maiwand in 1880, yet went 
on to win both those wars. They also lost two diplomatic missions 
to Afghanistan and their military escorts, slaughtered in Kabul in 
1841 and 1879. For that matter, the US lost 58,000 men in Vietnam 
before withdrawing — and they were conscripts, not the volunteer 
professionals of today’s US military. 

But things have changed: today, the death or capture of one 



Anatol Lieven

American 50 Review

AmericanOPINION

US advisor team would be seen as a bad defeat; the simultaneous 
loss of two or three would be a catastrophe. If US allies sustained 
such losses it would severely undermine support for NATO in the 
countries concerned. Faced with this danger, complete withdrawal in 
good order and in good time may well be the best option available — 
though one must also have the most profound sympathy for the US 
president who has to make this agonising decision. n



Richard C. Longworth

American 51 Review

AmericanOPINION

Some sixty years ago, Charles E. Wilson, then CEO of General Motors, 
told Congress: “What is good for our country is good for General Motors, 
and vice versa.” This was widely seen as an arrogant exaggeration of 
industry’s role in American life, and “Engine Charlie” took public flak 
for his hubris.

But he was right. Giant corporations such as General Motors ruled 
the US economy in those days and underwrote what was, in retrospect, 
the golden era of American industry. Certainly, government fought with 
business and business — especially GM, protagonist in some bitter strikes 
— fought with labour. But together, they created a post-war landscape of 

Creative destruction
The mighty corporations most able to reverse 

American industrial decline don’t care
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high employment, rising wages, job stability, and economic security. The 
American working class became the American middle class through this 
mighty economy and the great corporations that dominated it. 

That’s gone now, and the reason underlies many of the woes — 
instability, falling wages, inequality, insecurity, the vanishing middle class 
— that plague so much of Middle America today and, especially, the 
industrial belt where “Engine Charlie” and his colleagues were kings. 

The giant corporations such as GM have abandoned the US and its 
workers. Or rather, they’ve moved on, into a global economy where these 
workers and the cities they supported cannot follow. Mostly, they still 
have American addresses, but they’re global now, not American. There 
is nothing illegal in this, and by the rules of corporate responsibility 
prevailing in the US, nothing very immoral. In an economy where 
shareholder value trumps stakeholder interests, any global corporation 
has to attend to the bottom line. 

But the bottom line is written in a global economy. That fact enables 
— almost demands — that the great American corporations abandon 
their commitment to the wellbeing of the country that most of them still 
call home. 

In the old nation-based industrial economy, the bottom line for 
American corporations dictated a real concern for American society. 
Most of the corporations’ employees were American, so American 
education counted. Most of their sales were domestic, so it was important 
that Americans could afford to buy their products. Both politics and 
the economy stopped at the water’s edge, so the government could pass 
regulations and laws on the environment, taxes, and collective bargaining 
and make them stick. 

The global economy has changed all that. Giant corporations have 
moved many, sometimes all, of their operations to Asia or Latin America, 
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to cut costs or to be closer to markets. The result is a hollowing out of 
old industrial cities that were literally founded to serve their companies. 
These include places like Newton, Iowa, which Maytag left and took 
4,000 jobs with it. Or Dayton, Ohio (Delphi, 30,000 jobs). Or Rochester, 
NY (Kodak, 50,000 jobs.) 

Or the wreckage left by GM, most recently in Janesville, Wisconsin, 
home town of Republican vice presidential candidate Paul Ryan, where 
GM’s closing cost 2,500 jobs. Or the real catastrophe, in Michigan, 
GM’s home state and, especially, in Flint, its hometown. In 1978, GM 
employed 80,000 people in Flint, out of a population of nearly 200,000; 
GM suppliers employed 40,000 more. Today GM employs fewer than 
8,000, one-tenth as many, in a total population of 100,000, half as 
many. Flint once boasted the highest per capita income in the US. It was 
a middle class town. Today it has a 16 per cent unemployment rate and 
the nation’s highest murder rate in the nation. 

GM has changed over the years, too. Today it employs 70,000 
Americans, fewer than it employed in Flint alone at the peak; this is 
about one-third of its global employment. It sold more cars in China last 
year than in the US and has as many dealerships there. Its sales in China 
are rising 11 per cent per year: US sales dipped with the recession, when 
the company had to be bailed out by Washington, but are recovering at 
a 4 per cent per year rate now. In other words, if GM worries about the 
education and income of its employees and customers, it is right to focus 
this concern on China, not Flint.

What this means is that if America is declining, the mighty 
corporations most able to reverse this decline don’t care — indeed, can’t 
care. Globalisation has freed them from any perceived responsibility 
to their home country. It’s a psychological schism between American 
workers and the companies that once signed their paychecks, and the 
country hasn’t absorbed this fact.
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In the old industrial towns, this gets personal. In these towns, the 
workers and bosses shopped on the same main street, worshipped in 
the same churches, often sent their kids to the same schools, breathed 
the same air. It was certainly no classless society, but the same things 
mattered to workers and to the men who employed them. 

That’s over. Industry has left these old towns and so have the men 
who ran it. If Main Street is crumbled, its stores boarded up, its remaining 
storefront filled with AA clinics and gift shops, that’s of no concern to 
global leaders who live in isolated suburbs, sending their kids to top 
schools where they learn to take their place in the global elite.

This disconnect between America and its biggest corporations shows 
up in other statistics. In 1950 (Engine Charlie’s era), corporations paid 26 
per cent of all federal government tax receipts; now it’s only 10 per cent. 
A survey of US companies listed in the Standard & Poor’s 500 showed 
they get an average of 46 per cent of their earnings overseas. This alone 
explains why the stock market has been sprinting upward while the US 
economy itself is barely stumbling along.

This will continue. The American market isn’t puny but the real 
growth is global and that’s where corporate focus will lie. Americans, 
who invented the global economy, are now getting its results good and 
hard. n
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Should America take a breather from 
foreign conflict? Should it pull up the 
international relations equivalent of a 
lawn chair, light up a cigarette, crack 
open a six-pack, and watch placidly as 
other nations vie for influence and 
various ethnicities quarrel with each 
other? Something like this view has 
been gathering a smidgen of force in 
America over the past few years. Now 
that President Barack Obama has 
successfully extricated the United States 
from Iraq and is moving to disentangle 
it from Afghanistan, sentiment in favour 
of new intervention among the American 
public seems to be experiencing a 
pronounced diminution. 

Yet even as mission fatigue has set 
in among the public, it remains a remarkable fact that the very 
intellectual elite that championed American entry into Iraq is now 
condemning Obama for failing to move more vigorously to chasten 
and even oust Bashar al-Assad from power in Syria. As Professor David 
Bromwich, one of America’s leading intellectuals, incisively noted in 
the New York Review of Books in an essay titled “Stay Out of Syria!”, 

A timely realist repudiation of 
neo-conservatives and liberal hawks

Nation building begins at home
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a chorus of critics is exhorting Obama to take military action, ranging 
from former New York Times editor Bill Keller to the New Yorker’s 
Dexter Filkins. 

Nor is the lust for military adventure confined to the liberal hawks. 
The neoconservatives, too, are seeking to avenge the ghosts of Iraq, 
most prominently Senator John McCain. About McCain, Bromwich 
says, “It is no satire but simple truth to say that he cannot have enough 
wars.” To be sure, no one appears to be in favour of “boots on the 
ground”, but it would be fair to describe the mood among many 
intellectual backers of Iraq as unrepentant. If one were inclined to 
speculate, it might even be possible that the neocons see the current 
upheaval as vindication of their initial claim that an invasion of Iraq 
would have a domino effect in the Middle East. The only problem, of 
course, is that the dominoes set in motion may not be democratic but 
rather Islamist ones. In considering the neoconservative penchant for 
ordering reality to its own terms, Cicero’s rebuke to Casca in 
Shakespeare’s tragedy Julius Caesar comes forcibly to mind:

Indeed, it is a strange-disposed time;
But men may construe things after their fashion,
Clean from the purpose of the things themselves.

One charter member of the foreign policy establishment, however, 
who sees thing as they are rather than construing them to his own 
preconceptions is taking a different line from the liberal hawks and 
neocons. That fellow is none other than Richard Haass, the president 
of the Council on Foreign Relations. For much of its history the council 
has been dedicated to the proposition that America needs to become 
more, not less, involved abroad. Its mandate has, in other words, been 
internationalist. So it is a tad unusual to find the head of the council 
declaring that America should become something of a couch potato 
when it comes to international relations. But that, more or less, is what 
Haass is saying, combined with the caveat that it should seize the 
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opportunity to puts its much-neglected domestic house in order.

In his important new book Foreign Policy Begins At Home, Haass 
offers a blueprint for a revitalised America. His most fundamental 
message is that it is not the outside world that poses the greatest threat 
to America. On the contrary, it is internal American debility that can 
fatally sap the sinews of power that have made it the most powerful 
country in the world since the end of the Second World War. This is not 
to say that Haass deprecates the challenges posed by Iran, North Korea, 
or a tumultuous Middle East. But foreign policy consists of making 
choices. America has failed to choose since the end of the Cold War. 

Instead, it has plunged into massive deficits, partly incurred as a 
consequence of its bloated military budget and seemingly endless 
conflicts abroad since the September 11 attacks. It has squandered the 
fiscal surplus it enjoyed when Bill Clinton exited office. It has, above 
all, laboured under what the political scientist D.W. Brogan, in a 
memorable essay in Harper’s that should be required for any aspiring 
American diplomat, called the illusion of omnipotence. Brogan’s point 
was that Americans, particularly on the right, labour under the fantasy 
that events abroad could, again and again, be decisively influenced by 
America. If they go awry, the impulse is to blame domestic traitors 
rather than acknowledge the limits of American power.

Haass himself has felt the sting of ostracism from the more 
boisterous elements of the Republican Party. A valued adviser to George 
H.W. Bush, he belongs firmly in the realist rather than the neocon camp. 
Once George W. Bush came to power in 2000, however, Haass was not 
included in the inner circle but shunted off to run the Policy Planning 
Staff in the State Department. It is a pity that his counsel was not 
heeded more closely, because he might have helped avoid the Iraq 
debacle. Instead, Haass went into what was once called in the former 
Soviet Union a state of internal exile.
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It would be an exaggeration to say that Haass’s voice now 
commands authority in the Republican Party. But the ideas and precepts 
that he advocates are no longer completely foreign to the GOP. Rather, 
they are starting to be reconsidered. It was the Republican Party, after 
all, that for many decades was the home of realism. Dwight Eisenhower, 
Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, and George H.W. Bush were, in one form 
or another, realists who viewed crusades for democracy abroad with a 
degree of skepticism. So did their advisers. Henry Kissinger, Alexander 
Haig, James Baker, Robert McFarlane, and Brent Scowcroft were all 
advocates of a cautious and pragmatic approach to other countries. 
Haass fits firmly into that school and he has dedicated his book to 
Scowcroft, who was his boss during the George H.W. Bush 
administration, when he served on the National Security Council as a 
staff member overseeing the Middle East, the Persian Gulf, and South 
Asia.

But he does state at the outset of his book that it feels somewhat 
peculiar to be championing for less foreign policy of “the sort the 
United States has been conducting and greater emphasis on domestic 
investment and policy reform. For someone such as me, a card-carrying 
member of the foreign policy establishment for nearly four decades, 
this borders on heresy.”

Haass has divided his book into three parts. The first focuses on 
international relations after the end of the Cold War. The second 
suggests what America should and should not try to accomplish abroad. 
The third, and most provocative, part seeks to explain the internal 
challenges that America should tackle, including the budget, energy, 
education, infrastructure, and immigration. It also argues that America 
needs to stimulate economic growth by adopting new strategies and 
that political reform is the prerequisite to realising the country’s 
potential.

As Haass observes, American power in the abstract does appear to 
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be almost omnipotent. But the cold, hard truth is that translating 
military power into an actual preponderance of influence is another 
matter. The mistake that the Obama administration committed in 
Afghanistan, Haass writes, was to triple force levels in 2009 and to 
target not simply al Qaeda but also the Taliban. A war of necessity 
thereby morphed into a war of choice: 

Making matters worse were ambitious goals for building a 
large military and creating police forces loyal to the Afghan 
state, objectives that mostly ignored the tradition of a weak 
central government. What the United States will have to show 
for more than a decade of sacrifice and investment in 
Afghanistan will be minimal. 

Given the rampant corruption in Afghanistan, much of which has 
been actively promoted by the Karzai government, and the tenacity of 
the Taliban, it would be difficult to disagree. What Haass emphasises is 
the perduring importance of culture. America cannot simply expect, 
willy-nilly, to convert tribal societies into Jeffersonian democracies 
overnight.

At the same time, Haass voices profound doubts about the ability 
of Europe to assist America in coming decades abroad. His points are 
not entirely new, but they serve to underscore that the confidence and 
self-assurance that the West possessed in previous decades may be 
ebbing away. Europe, he says, “punches far below its weight in the 
world as a result of its parochialism, its pronounced antimilitary 
culture, and the unresolved tensions between the pull of nationalism 
and the commitment to building a collective union.” This can hardly 
come as a surprise given the weakness of the European economic 
recovery. 

The real question may be whether the European colossus envisioned 
by the architects of unity will succumb to the fissiparous tendencies 
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that are manifesting themselves in the rise of strongly nationalistic 
parties across the continent. There is also the question of whether the 
United Kingdom, which is supposed to hold a referendum on its ties to 
the European Union, will maintain or sever them. Haass puts it pithily: 
“If Europeans were serious about being a unified power, they would 
trade the British and French United Nations Security Council seats for 
a European one. This is not about to happen.”

For all his caution, Haass does note that there is room for optimism. 
The principal reason is that great power conflict, the bane of the 
previous centuries, appears unlikely (though that is also what many 
thought on the eve of World War I, as Charles Emmerson points out in 
his vivacious new book 1913: In Search of the World Before the Great 
War). China and Russia, Haass writes, are preoccupied with their own 
internal problems. So the moment is ripe for America to embark upon 
building a greater society, one that reduces its national debt and 
improves its education system, among other things. 

Many of Haass’s suggestions are worthy but unlikely to be 
implemented. He notes, for example, that the “best and brightest of 
American society are not making teaching a career.” No, they are not. 
Why would they? The demands are onerous, the financial rewards 
slender. Haass proposes raising salaries, but at a moment when 
Republican governors such as Wisconsin’s Scott Walker are intent on 
destroying the teachers’ unions, this seems a very unlikely prospect. 
Ditto for Haass’s recommendation of raising the federal gasoline tax, 
which, he says, “would generate much-needed revenue for highway and 
bridge repair and expansion, reduce consumption of oil, and result in 
the release of less carbon into the atmosphere.”

Reform does, however, seem possible in the area of immigration, 
an area where the GOP is desperate to win over Hispanic voters, though 
a rear-guard of conservatives continues to resist change, characterising 
it as a form of amnesty that would sell out the American birthright and 
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reward the flouting of the law. Haass indicates that “the immigration 
problem could soon be one of too few and not too many people coming 
from south of the border.” If reform is passed, President Obama will 
claim victory. If it does not, the political consequences for the GOP 
could be cataclysmic.

Fittingly, it is with the American political system that Haass ends. 
He points to a number of well-known ills: the gerrymandering of 
congressional districts that permits Democrats and Republicans to 
avoid competitive congressional elections, the massive amounts of 
shadowy money pouring into presidential elections, and the rise of 
powerful lobbies and special interests who, he observes, have “far 
greater influence than do majorities whose commitment is limited and 
whose views are more nuanced”. Haass observes that a third party may 
win popularity if the political system remains stymied, and that the 
electoral college should be abolished and replaced with a purely popular 
vote for presidential elections. This would reduce the sway of so-called 
“swing” states which often contain few voters but can tip the balance 
of an election, prompting candidates to devote attention to them that 
defies their actual national significance.

Whether Haass’s proposals will have a real effect upon American 
politics is an open question. But his prescriptions are sensible and 
cogent and deserve a hearing. In arguing that foreign policy begins at 
home, Haass is offering a primer that will surely attract more attention 
in the upcoming Republican presidential primary than it would have in 
the previous one, when the candidates vied with each other to appear 
as bellicose as possible. This time around the rise of candidates such as 
Kentucky Senator Rand Paul, who sees himself as presidential timber, 
may lend a different cast to the proceedings. Haass, in other words, is 
not the only Republican who now believes that foreign policy needs to 
begin at home. n
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Lee Kuan Yew is an authentic giant of 
South-East Asian history. Rarely has a 
single individual so shaped a nation as 
Lee shaped Singapore. In saying this, 
there is some danger of not giving credit 
to Singapore’s industrious, thrifty, 
stable, pragmatic, sensible population. 
Even a city-state is a complex society 
and not just one man’s achievement.

But that is not to diminish Lee’s 
achievement in any way. In leading 
Singapore to independence and 
prosperity his hand was not the worst 
that history has dealt, but it was pretty 
complex, pretty challenging — a tiny, 
poor Chinese enclave in a vast Malay 
sea, surrounded by communist 
insurgencies, a deeply unhappy 
relationship with Malaysia, a society 
divided internally by racial and linguistic differences, and no natural 
resources to speak of. Yet Singapore, as we now know, is the most 
affluent society in South-East Asia and one of the most affluent in the 
world.

This strange potpourri of chronologically discordant 
bits and pieces is incoherent and misleading

Harry Lee deserves better
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I once asked Lee what his most important decision was. He replied 
without hesitation that making English the main language of Singapore 
was the key to everything else. First, it allowed Singapore to earn its 
living in the international economy, providing successively port 
facilities, manufacturing, and then an ever more sophisticated array of 
services. It forced Singapore to become, and remain, an international 
society.

More than that, choosing English had a big social policy benefit. It 
equalised Singapore’s races, and even more the sub-racial groups. The 
Chinese had no linguistic advantage over the Malays and the Indians. 
Within the Chinese, no one racial group was preferred to another. It 
was top down social policy, a little coercive, not entirely popular, 
absolutely pragmatic and absolutely right.

I emphasise this single domestic policy, among a complex and 
always hard-headed, empirical approach to policy generally, because 
Lee’s later legend as a strategic guru tends to lead to the sheer scale of 
his achievement within Singapore being somewhat downplayed. The 
other side of the Lee legend is his extraordinary reputation for strategic 
sagacity. In a way that is a bit more common in Malaysia and Singapore 
than you might think, Lee had a wonderful disposition to speak with 
remarkable directness, bluntness even, on almost any issue that 
confronted him.

Sometimes this was perhaps carried a little far. His warning to 
Australians that we risked becoming “the poor white trash of Asia” if 
we didn’t embrace economic reform was true, and helpful to our debate, 
but it also went right up to the line of what the leader of one nation 
may acceptably say about another nation. In some ways Lee was aided 
in all this by Singapore’s smallness. Lee’s comments were often very 
tough minded, but because of Singapore’s size, and its absolutely 
reliable strategic stability, they could never be seriously construed as 
threatening.
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Which brings us to the volume under consideration. It has a most 
un-Lee like long-winded title: Lee Kuan Yew, The Grand Master’s 
Insights on China, the United States and the World: Interviews and 
Selections by Graham Allison and Robert D Blackwill, with Ali Wynne. 
This book presents only the strategic guru side of Lee.

I have the greatest possible respect for Allison and Blackwill, who 
have both made serious contributions to Western strategic policy. But 
this is a dreadful lemon of a book, almost completely worthless, of no 
value to people already familiar with Lee, and the worst possible place 
to start for people — if there are any in the market for a book like this 
— not familiar with Lee’s broad history and outlook.

The best books on Lee are the ones he wrote himself. The first 
volume of his autobiography is one of the finest books I have read on 
Asia and Lee’s singular outlook shines forth from it. The second volume 
is a bit more bureaucratic and pre-digested, but it gives you the essence 
of Lee’s views on all the big policy questions.

Allison and Blackwill’s volume is bizarre in format and hopeless in 
execution. It achieves the remarkable feat of producing a book in which 
every sentence of the main narrative is intrinsically interesting but the 
overall book is incoherent and unreadable.

For a start, the way it looks like a North Korean pamphlet about 
the Dear Leader is most unbecoming. We are treated to pages and pages 
of introductory encomiums about Lee, from some of the famous 
statesmen and politicians who have praised him in the past. I agree 
with all their comments, but really, what editorial purpose do they 
serve? Also, the authors betray their unconscious bias by having, apart 
from one Chinese, no Asian leaders quoted in this section. It’s all 
Americans and Europeans. That startling lacuna tells you more about 
the difficulties of this volume than the whole section tells you about 
Lee. This section also contains some quite dotty mistakes. Tony Blair 
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was not the head of state of Britain; he was the head of government.

But the weirdest and worst element of the book’s design is the way 
it organises what it apparently regards as the divine comments of Lee 
on various issues. This is a very slim volume, more a pamphlet than a 
book, and it contains nine main chapters. They are on, respectively, the 
futures of: China, the United States, US–China relations, India, Islamic 
Extremism, National Economic Growth, Geopolitics and Globalisation, 
Democracy, and a final chapter, How Lee Kuan Yew Thinks, all followed 
by a conclusion which reprints the main bits from the earlier chapters. 
This is really an amateur website disguised as a book.

But doesn’t it strike you as very strange that the authors get a key 
figure from South-East Asia and then not ask him about South-East 
Asia? Is South-East Asia of absolutely no interest to the American 
audience this book is presumably intended for? Nor is there anything 
of substance on Japan and South Korea.

The internal organisation of the Lee epigrams renders them 
completely useless. Allison and Blackwill have cobbled together 
disjointed quotes from an apparently long series of interviews they did 
with Lee, plus many other media interviews Lee has done over the 
years, plus some of his own writings and speeches. 

It thus has a “Thoughts of Chairman Mao” quality about it, but, 
as a result, it lacks all coherence and readability. The authors say their 
focus is on the future but they include material, without indicating this 
in the text, from as long ago as 1991. Thus you’ll read along and find 
that Lee predicts a greatly reduced US military presence in Asia. This is 
interesting, you think: he must be very skeptical about Barack Obama’s 
pivot to Asia. But then it turns out this prediction was made at the 
beginning of the 1990s. That is one rare occasion when the authors do 
indicate in the text the rough date of the comment. But mostly you 
have to make endless, tedious trips to the footnotes, which themselves 

BookREVIEWS



Greg Sheridan

American 66 Review

are not very enlightening, to find out the most basic information, such 
as the date when Lee made his comments.

In the chapter on India, for example, Lee says that New Delhi has 
three to five years to fix its infrastructure problems. That’s interesting, 
you think: Lee must be commenting on the recent slow down in Indian 
economic growth. But when you make the obligatory, tedious trip to 
the footnotes you find that this statement came from 2007. So what is 
its current status?

Even more maddeningly, you’re bowling along in a section about 
US policies towards China, which is meant to be contemporary, and 
you come upon a statement that Washington is risking a breach with 
Beijing over its threat to cut off Most Favoured Nation status for 
Chinese exports. Gosh, you think, I hadn’t seen that anywhere. The 
text gives you no idea that this comes from a radically earlier period. 
Back to the footnotes and you find it’s a comment from 1994. So what 
on earth is the value in splicing it misleadingly into a section about 
contemporary policy?

Similarly, Lee is predicting that China will continue its 10 per cent 
economic growth rate at a time when China has not achieved that 
growth rate for some time. Or another section tells us that the great 
danger in US policy is Japan bashing, a comment decades out of date. 
In none of these cases does the text tell us the date of these comments.

I can see absolutely no value at all in amalgamating old comments 
with new comments. It also produces a very repetitive book, as Lee 
makes the same points over and over — don’t neglect Asia, watch out 
for debt — something Lee himself would never do in a single 
conversation, speech, essay, or even book.

The authors have been both too modest and too overweening. They 
apparently had long conversations with Lee over a short period. An 
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edited version of such a conversation would be highly interesting — 
although probably online rather than in a book. Many years ago 
Foreign Affairs did a long interview with Lee and it was riveting and 
highly influential. Interviews have the integrity of the moment in time 
when they occur. If they are competently edited, obvious repetitions 
are avoided. Lee is so lucid, so straightforward, so penetrating, that I 
found when interviewing him that it was right to run lots of direct 
quotes. But, still, any competent journalist provides some context and 
some editing. 

However, I would be very interested to read even the unedited 
transcripts of Lee’s discussions with the editors. But this strange 
potpourri of chronologically discordant bits and pieces is incoherent, 
unreadable, and misleading. If Allison and Blackwill, on the other hand, 
wanted to do all the research about Lee’s past views and how these 
have evolved with evolving circumstances, they should have given us a 
proper interpretive essay about Lee’s strategic thinking. I could not in 
conscience recommend this book to anybody. I don’t see that it has any 
value at all. n
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After reading Rendezvous with Destiny, 
no one should question Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt’s response to Nazism and 
Japanese militarism. Michael Fullilove, 
a Rhodes scholar and the executive 
director of the Lowy Institute for 
International Policy in Sydney, shows 
how FDR gradually (and very carefully) 
prepared the American people for what 
would be a new and permanent 
responsibility as a superpower. We are 
told how the mysterious, elusive, and 
“sphinxlike” president led the nation 
through its toughest chapter while 
maintaining authority thanks to 
cautious diplomacy. FDR was a most 
enthusiastic practitioner of envoy 
diplomacy, crafting a policy that steadily 
untied the isolationist strings from 
American foreign policy while 
dispatching five adept emissaries to Europe to make way for US 
involvement in the war. 

According to Fullilove, FDR is the greatest statesman of the 
twentieth century. Given the many obstacles he faced — physical 

Five key diplomats set the scene for America’s 
intervention and triumph in World War II

All of FDR’s men

Rendezvous with Destiny:  
How Franklin D. Roosevelt and 
Five Extraordinary Men Took 
America into the World
by Michael Fullilove
Penguin Press, 2013
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ailments (some even unknown by the public at the time), a skeptical 
public and Congress, a hyper-inquisitive press, stresses and tensions 
coming from overseas — perhaps he is a severely underrated president. 
But FDR should be lauded for keeping the country on the right path 
against the most ominous threat to the republic: Nazi-Facist-Japanese 
totalitarianism run rampant. 

FDR was ably supported by several key envoys: the “icy” and 
sombre Sumner Welles; the World War I hero and future CIA operative 
William Donovan; the always loyal, shrewd, and severely underestimated 
Harry Hopkins; the evenly balanced internationalist and one-time 
electoral opponent to Roosevelt Wendell Wilkie; and the assiduous and 
well-connected Averell Harriman. Thanks to these leading diplomats, 
FDR was able to build a strong case against isolationism and neutrality 
all while assuring Great Britain that the US was ready to take a stand 
against the encroaching Nazi-led Axis powers. 

Fullilove focuses solely on the two years between the outbreak of 
the war in 1939 and the American entry into the conflict in 1941 while 
showcasing how the five envoys surveyed the threatening landscape 
and strengthened the bonds with Prime Minister Winston Churchill. It 
was a period of tremendous strain, as FDR and his representatives 
watched the Third Reich quickly topple every government standing 
against it, save the British, by the summer of 1940. The primary 
question is whether Roosevelt sent the men to Europe with an actual 
plan in mind. Was he acting on instinct? Or was he responding in 
impromptu fashion fully intending to delay an American response while 
judiciously moving matters along so Washington would not be caught 
off-guard if Germans and Japanese threatened US shores? The fact is, 
FDR sent the five men on fact-finding missions mainly to see whether 
the British could survive a potentially fatal invasion at the hands of 
Hitler and the Nazis. But he also sought to assure the British that the 
Americans were ready to provide blood and treasure. 
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From the outset, FDR recognised that the US could not afford to 
remain a neutral bystander. The primary impediment to intervention, 
however, was a feverish isolationist spirit in America. By 1940–41, his 
goal was to assure the Allies he cared while mentally preparing the 
American public to defend their freedoms. The specifics detailing FDR’s 
thought process and his plans are masterfully demonstrated in this 
book, but it is only through Fullilove’s depiction of Welles, Donovan, 
Hopkins, Willkie, and Harriman that we come to better understand 
FDR himself and the challenges he faced at home and abroad. 
Rendezvous provides the context and background necessary to 
understand why FDR gained momentum and confidence going into the 
war. 

It is both amusing and enlightening to observe the Italians, the 
Germans, and the British react to Sumner Welles’s uneasiness (he was 
the first envoy and was not all that well regarded by the Europeans); 
William Donovan’s careful and reassuring diplomatic traits; Harry 
Hopkins’s vital ability to connect FDR and Winston Churchill from 
afar; the “Wendell Wilkie effect” of tenacity, courage and sincerity; and 
Averill Harriman’s “dull” yet “dashing” nature. All of this ultimately 
calmed and encouraged Britain. 

While the Welles mission reflects an “uneasy approach” to the 
conflict by Roosevelt, it helped US policy evolve and mature. Welles 
penned a thorough report that allowed FDR to gauge accurately the 
situation in Europe, showing that, if the US remained uninvolved, it 
would suffer certain consequences. 

Bill Donovan’s undertaking in July–August 1940 was much more 
successful. “Wild Bill” was anything but wild, as the Medal of Honor 
winner conducted a secret, disciplined mission that cemented the US–
UK alliance. Because of Donovan and his influence on FDR, a 
conscription law in America soon passed Congress, eventually drafting 
10 million men and registering 45 million — not an uncontroversial 

BookREVIEWS



Walter S. Montaño

American 71 Review

achievement by any means. As Fullilove observes, conscription was a 
huge victory for FDR because it signed the “birth certificate of the 
military that would help win” the war. By this time, Americans had 
become slightly more in favour of aiding London, overturning the 
defeatism and fear rampant in the country at the time. 

Aside from FDR, Hopkins is the unsung star of Rendezvous with 
Destiny. Of the five diplomats covered in the book, Hopkins is the least 
polished, most sickly (seemingly on his deathbed at times), and 
ridiculously undervalued. But his impact was unparalleled, described 
by many as a “godsend” and ultimately indispensable to the Roosevelt–
Churchill dynamic that ultimately won the war. Hopkins was, by far, 
the most trusted man of the five and clearly serving as the president’s 
eyes and ears. His role was unparalleled and his impact felt in 
Washington, London, and as far away as Moscow; even Stalin was a 
fan. 

Wendell Willkie’s role is intriguing. After all, he had been FDR’s 
opponent in the 1940 presidential election just two months before his 
visit to London and Dublin in 1941. But he is also a significant figure 
in that he was able to win over the British, especially Prime Minister 
Churchill. A visit that initially caused great doubt could not have gone 
any better. When he departed, Willkie was a rock star, feted by many 
and praised for his stamina and loyalty both to the British and to the 
president, his former political rival. 

Averell Harriman’s voyage to London, Africa, and the Middle East 
immediately following Willkie’s in the spring and summer of 1941 was 
probably the least memorable of the five, but certainly not unimportant. 
His job, after Hopkins’s role in explaining, Willkie’s role in selling, was 
in delivering the Lend-Lease program to the British. Harriman’s task 
was to help Britain win the war by “expediting aid” while establishing 
himself as FDR’s longer-term emissary, serving, in reality, under 
Hopkins, while meeting often with Churchill. He was instrumental in 
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determining Britain’s “most urgent needs, identifying obstructions 
impeding the flow of supplies … and, conveying his recommendations 
to Washington — along with an appropriate sense of urgency.” He 
eventually became the “most visible symbol” of US assistance to Britain. 
He was also the emissary who experienced one of the more dangerous 
periods of the German bombing of London. 

The upshot is that America, virtually overnight, grew from a 
tentative and unsure rising power into a genuine global superpower. 
FDR mastered the presidency, creating expectations of the office that 
no one has been able to match since. Throughout, he managed to 
convince the American public to support a cause worth fighting for. As 
Fullilove argues, thanks to a smart and personable president, “Americans 
were united and ready for the fight. The president had carried the 
country with him.” n
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