he last three presidential administrations—Bush
Senior, Clinton, and Bush Junior—span less than two
decades but cover a pivotally important time: a period
in which the United States, having emerged from the Cold
War as the unquestioned victor, enjoyed a degree of
international dominance that was unprecedented in the
history of the world. These three American presidents were

not mere heads of state but the de facto leaders of the world.

Second Chance is a dispassionate, unsparing assessment
of how the three presidents performed as history's first
successive global leaders, and how that performance was
influenced by their personal leadership styles. Zbigniew
Brzezinski, America's most distinguished commentator on
international affairs, concludes that the United States has
squandered a great deal of its power and prestige. No
president escapes criticism, though the blame is by no means
shared equally. Brzezinski concludes by recommending how
America can regain its global stature in today’s era of global

political awakening,

Even-handed yet hard-hitting, Second Chance provides not
only a critical appraisal but also a constructive guide for

America's role in the world.
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The Challenge of
Global Leadership

THE SELF-CORONATION OF THE U.S. PRESIDENT AS
the first Global Leader was a moment in historical time if
not a specific date on the calendar. It followed the collapse of
the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War. The American
president simply began to act as the global leader without any
official international blessing. The American media proclaimed
him as such, foreigners deferred to him, and a visit to the
White House (not to mention Camp David) became the high
point in any foreign leader’s political life. Presidential travels
abroad assumed the trappings of imperial expeditions, over-
shadowing in scale and security demands the circumstances of
any other statesman.

This de facto coronation was less imposing and yet more con-
sequential than its closest historic precedent, Queen Victoria’s

1
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designation by the British Parliament in 1876 as empress of In-
dia. Proclaimed in a glittering ceremony in New Delhi a year
later, attended (in the words of the official announcement) by
India’s “princes, chiefs, and nobles in whose persons the antiq-
uity of the past is associated with the prosperity of the present,
and who so worthily contribute to the splendor and stability of
this great empire,” the event symbolized Great Britain’s unique
worldwide status. “The sun never sets on the British empire”
was henceforth the proud refrain of the loyal servants of the
first global imperium.

Alas, the faithful courtiers underestimated how very
fickle history can be. Guided more by imperial hubris than
by a historically relevant vision, the British empire in less
than a quarter of a century became embroiled in a self-
destructive far-away conflict. The two successive Boer Wars
(which discredited the “liberal” British empire, gave Hitler
the model for concentration camps, saw the rendition of
prisoners to confinement in distant British-held islands, and
plunged the conventional British army into protracted guer-
rilla warfare) left the imperial homeland politically split and
financially strained. Two devastating and draining world
wars followed, and before long the great empire became a
mere junior partner of its successor, the United States of
America.

America’s anointment as the world’s leader is in some re-
spects reminiscent of Napoleon’s self-coronation. Napoleon,
who grasped the imperial crown from papal hands and placed
it on his own head, saw himself as history’s personal agent,
channeling the revolutionary awakening of the French masses
into a grand reconstruction of Europe. Liberté, Fraternité,
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Egalité were to be shared forcefully with all Europeans,
whether they desired it or not. A decade or so after the self-
coronation of the first American global leader, a U.S. presi-
dent, not unlike Napoleon, was proclaiming that America’s
historical mission (and his own) is to spur the transformation
of no less than the culture and politics of the entire world of
Islam. The new century, it seemed, was America’s and now it
was America’s task to shape it.

Symptomatic of the first decade and a half of America’s su-
premacy were the worldwide presence of U.S. military forces
and the increased frequency of their engagement in combat
or coercive operations. Deployed on every continent and dom-
inating every ocean, the United States had no political or mil-
itary peer. Every other power was essentially regional. And
one way or another, most countries of the world had to live
with U.S. ground or naval forces nearby. (See Figure 1.)

In history, fifteen years is a mere episode, but we live at a
time when history accelerates at a pace unimaginable even
a few decades ago. It is therefore not too early to undertake a
strategic appraisal of America’s international performance since
its emergence around 1990 as the world’s only superpower.
Never before in history has a single power been so paramount.
Whether America has been exercising its international leader-
ship responsibly and effectively is therefore a vital question not
only for the security and well-being of Americans but also the
world at large.

Beyond the obvious requirement of protecting its own na-
tional security, America’s emergence as the world’s most pow-
erful state has saddled Washington’s leadership with three

central missions:
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1. To manage, steer, and shape central power relation-
ships in a world of shifting geopolitical balances and
intensifying national aspirations so that a more cooper-
ative global system can emerge.

2. To contain or terminate conflicts, prevent terrorism
and the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction,
and promote collective peacekeeping in regions torn
by civil strife so that global violence recedes rather
than spreads.

3. To address more effectively the increasingly intolerable
inequalities in the human condition, in keeping with
the novel reality of an emerging “global conscience,”
and to prompt a common response to the new environ-
mental and ecological threats to global well-being.

Each of these tasks was, and remains fifteen years later,
monumental in scope. Together, they serve as the litmus test
of America’s ability to lead.

The enormity of this historical test necessarily leads to a
more pointed inquiry: how did America’s first three global
leader presidents—George H. W. Bush, William J. Clinton,
and George W. Bush—interpret the essence of the new era?
Were they guided by a historically relevant vision, and did
they pursue a coherent strategy? Which foreign policy deci-
sions were the most consequential? Did they leave the world
in better or worse shape, and was the American position in
that world stronger or weaker? And what key lessons for the
future should be drawn from America’s performance over the
past fifteen years as the first global superpower?
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One superpower, fifteen years, three presidents: that in a
nutshell is the focus of this book.

But the appraisal that follows is not only a critique. In addi-
tion to dissecting sins of omission and commission, the book
postulates certain basic strategic conclusions and fundamen-
tal guidelines regarding the current moment in history that
ought to enlighten future American presidents. Even the
world’s paramount superpower can go badly astray and endan-
ger its own primacy if its strategy is misguided and its under-
standing of the world is faulty.

Moreover, Americans need to ask themselves whether
American society is guided by values, and its government
structured in a manner, congenial to effective long-term
global leadership. And do they understand the historical mo-
ment in which their country finds itself acting as global
leader? These vital questions are addressed in the concluding
chapter, following the critical review of the record. That chap-
ter draws lessons from the recent past, speculates as to what
might have been, and postulates the basic principles that
should guide America if it is to succeed in fulfilling its histori-
cal vocation.

This book is thus a subjective statement. It is not a detailed
history, though it reviews the historical record to extract perti-
nent answers to the above questions. As a personal appraisal,
it also draws on my experience in policy making and in com-
menting on international affairs as an engaged observer. It re-
flects some of my past judgments but also revises them in the
light of experience.

Though this book provides a critical assessment of America’s
accomplishments as well as failures in its new incarnation, it
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focuses particularly on the personal leadership of three presi-
dents. In their new global role they both personify and epito-
mize America’s special status in the contemporary world, and
they alone make the ultimate decisions. But since presidential
successes or failures are also America’s successes or failures,
the stakes involved are vastly greater than the individual records
of this book’s three central dramatis personae. Ultimately this
discussion is about America’s performance as global leader.

Leadership is partly a matter of character, partly intellect,
partly organization, and partly what Machiavelli called “for-
tuna,” the mysterious interaction of fate and chance. In the
U.S. system, with its separation of powers, foreign policy is
the area in which presidents have the greatest personal dis-
cretion. The glory, pomp, and power of the presidency are
nowhere felt more strongly than in the arena of foreign affairs.
Every president is captivated and enthralled by his unique
possession of such special powers and by his unique access to
information that no one else has. And there is a special allure
to being a global statesman, especially to being the preemi-
nent global statesman.

Yet presidents differ in their degree of personal involve-
ment. Some, though they rarely say so, make foreign affairs
their major preoccupation. These presidents tend to rely
heavily on their national security advisers and elevate their
importance. They are at the president’s elbow, seeing him
many times a day, and they help shape presidential perspec-
tives. The National Security Council (NSC) therefore enjoys
a special status in the White House as the president’s execu-
tive arm in safeguarding the nation and dealing with the out-
side world.
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Other presidents, who see domestic affairs as their central
focus, tend to defer on foreign affairs to their secretaries of
state. The secretary is thus delegated greater freedom of ac-
tion in shaping policy and plays the role of primus inter pares
on the president’s foreign policy team. The national security
adviser then becomes more of a staff director and a policy co-
ordinator, while the president is more inclined to defer to the
views of the secretary of state and his department. President
Nixon and National Security Adviser Kissinger fell into the
first category, with the NSC preeminent under direct presi-
dential leadership, but President Ford and Secretary of State
Kissinger fell into the second, with the State Department in
the lead. President Carter (despite his initially limited experi-
ence in foreign affairs) was also in the first, thus elevating the
NSC, while President Reagan, by appointing first General
Alexander Haig and then George Shultz, clearly delegated
much policy making to his secretary of state.

These are obviously not neat categories, but they help us
broadly differentiate between different foreign policy-making
styles. George H. W. Bush, the first global leader, came to of-
fice with considerable background in international affairs: a for-
mer head of the unofficial U.S. embassy in the People’s
Republic of China, U.N. ambassador, CIA director. He knew
what he wanted to do, and he chose as his national security ad-
viser an individual who shared his worldview, could serve as an
experienced, effective alter ego, and was also a family friend.

Bill Clinton, the second global leader, had no experience in
foreign affairs. He came to office with a vaguely formulated
perspective on the new American role, and—as he stressed
during his campaign—held the view that it was time to correct
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years of presidential neglect of America’s domestic affairs. For-
eign policy was initially of secondary importance, and thus in
his first term neither of the two crucial foreign policy posi-
tions—national security adviser and secretary of state—was
filled by an individual inclined to be strategically dominant.

During Clinton’s second term, foreign policy clearly be-
came more of a presidential preoccupation. Both key foreign
policy positions were filled by more politically active figures,
with the president himself more involved in foreign policy and
not allowing either adviser to dominate. Strategic formulation
suffered somewhat in that rather balanced arrangement,
which fit neither of the two models of presidential leadership
outlined above.

The third global leader, George W. Bush, was initially in-
clined to delegate foreign policy making to a distinguished na-
tional figure, a former general once widely considered an
attractive presidential candidate. Bush thus seemed to fit the
second model. But that did not last long. The events of 9/11,
still within the first year of the first term, shook the president
out of his foreign affairs lethargy. Policy then gravitated to the
White House, to be dominated not by the national security
adviser but by the vice president and a group of highly moti-
vated officials in the White House and the Defense Depart-
ment. They gained the president’s ear and helped redefine
him as the commander in chjef of “a nation at war.”

This pattern continued into Bush’s second term. The re-
placement of the original secretary of state, Colin Powell,
with Condoleezza Rice, the first term’s national security ad-
viser, enhanced the tactical role of the State Department in a
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decision-making structure still dominated on the strategic
level by the same cluster of officials who had responded to
9/11 by infusing a personal sense of historic, almost religious
mission into the president’s role.

That, in broad strokes, is the bureaucratic context in which
U.S. policy has been shaped since America’s emergence as the
world’s preponderant state. The result has been a greatly en-
hanced presidency in the area of national security, with some
serious and very contentious constitutional implications.

Each of the three presidents since America’s victory in the
Cold War has been the world’s most important player in the
world’s most important game, and each has played in his own
way. At this stage, suffice it to say that Global Leader I was
the most experienced and diplomatically skillful but was not
guided by any bold vision at a very unconventional historic
moment. Global Leader II was the brightest and most futuris-
tic, but he lacked strategic consistency in the use of American
power. Global Leader III had strong gut instincts but no
knowledge of global complexities and a temperament prone to
dogmatic formulations.

The box below summarizes the fundamental changes in the
global environment that occurred during the first decade and
a half of America’s unprecedented global primacy. These
events are the basis on which the performance of the first
three American global leaders will be appraised in the chap-
ters that follow. The list shows, in capsule form, both the op-
portunities that were within America’s reach and the steps
leading to the increasingly complex crisis that superpower

America now confronts.
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TEN MAJOR TURNING POINTS, 1990-2006

Key developments reshaping the world system.

1.

The Soviet Union is forced out of Eastern Europe and
disintegrates. The United States is on top of the world.

. The U.S. military victory in the first Gulf War is politi-

cally wasted. Middle Eastern peace is not pursued. Is-
lamic hostility toward the United States begins to rise.

. NATO and the European Union expand into Eastern

Europe. The Atlantic community emerges as the pre-
dominant influence on the world scene.

. Globalization is institutionalized with the creation of

the World Trade Organization, the new role of the In-
ternational Monetary Fund with its bailout fund, and
the increased anticorruption agenda of the World Bank.
“Singapore issues” become the foundation for the Doha
Round of WTO negotiations.

. The Asian financial crisis sets the foundation for a nas-

cent East Asian regional community, to be characterized
either by Chinese dominance or by Sino-Japanese com-
petition. China’s admission to the WTO encourages its
ascent as a major global economic player and a center
of regional trade agreements with politically more as-
sertive and impatient poorer countries.

. Two Chechen wars, the NATO conflict in Kosovo, and

Vladimir Putin’s election as president of Russia contrib-
ute to a rise in Russian authoritarianism and national-
ism. Russia exploits its gas and oil resources to become
an assertive energy superpower.
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10.

. Facing a permissive attitude from the United States and

others, India and Pakistan defy world public opinion to
become nuclear powers. North Korea and Iran intensify
their covert efforts to acquire nuclear capabilities in the
face of inconsistent and inconsequential U.S. efforts to

induce their self-restraint.

. September 11, 2001, shocks the United States into a

state of fear and the pursuit of unilateral policies. The
United States declares war on terror.

. The Atlantic community splits over the U.S. war in Iraq.

The European Union fails to develop its own political

identity or clout.

The post—1991 worldwide impression of U.S. global mili--
tary omnipotence and Washington’s illusions about the ex-

tent of America’s power have been shattered by U.S.

failures in postvictory Iraq. The United States acknowl-

edges the need for cooperation with the European Union,

China, Japan, and Russia regarding major issues of global

security. The Middle East becomes the make-or-break test
case of U.S. leadership.
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DRAMATIS PERSONAE

(For reasons already explained, the three Presidents are mentioned by
name in the chapters that follow, while their senior advisors are often

referred to only by their specific functions, as listed below).

PRINCIPALS:

George H. W. Bush President of the United States 1989-1993

Global Leader 1

Bill Clinton President of the United States 1993-2001
Global Leader 11

George W. Bush  President of the United States 2001—
Global Leader 111

KEY ADVISORS:

Bush I

Administration National Security Advisor: Brent Scowcroft
1989-2001

Secretary of State: James Baker
1989-2001

B B Secretary of Defense: Richard Cheney
SR—— 1989-2001

Clinton
Administration National Security Advisor: Anthony Lake

Secretary of State: Warren Christopher
1993-1997

Secretary of Defense : Les Aspin
1993-1994
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Secretary of Defense: William Perry
1994-1997

National Security Advisor: Sandy Berger
1997-2001

Secretary of State: Madeleine Albright
1997-2001

Secretary of Defense: William Cohen
1997-2001

Bush 11

National Security Advisor: Condoleezza Rice
2001-2004

Secretary of State: Colin Powell
2001-2004

]

PRSI

Secretary of Defense: Donald Rumsfeld
2001-2006

s Natjonal Security Advisor: Stephen Hadley
2005-

s Secretary of State: Condoleezza Rice
§ 2005-

s Secretary of Defense: Robert Gates

SR 2006—



The Mists of Victory

(and the Spawning of
Clashing Historical Visions)

HISTORY CAN BE REDUCED TO FARCE, ESPECIALLY
if it serves a political purpose. After the unexpectedly
abrupt end of the Cold War, millions of Americans were re-
peatedly told that the defeat of Soviet communism was the
doing of just one man. In its simplest rendering, this version
of history could resemble a fairy tale, perhaps like this one:

Once upon a time on Planet Earth there was an Evil
Empire seeking global dominion. But when confronted
by Ronald, the prince from the Republic of Freedom,
the empire recoiled and before long, on December 26,
1991, its blood-stained red flag was lowered from the
towering ramparts of the Kremlin castle. The Evil Em-
pire had abjectly surrendered, and the Republic of Free-
dom lived happily ever after.

17
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It was not quite so. A less romanticized account of what
happened is the necessary point of departure for understand-
ing the novel dilemmas America came to face—and had diffi-
culty interpreting—in the wake of its sudden emergence as
the world’s only superpower.

The defeat of the Soviet Union was the consequence of a
forty-year bipartisan effort that spanned the presidencies of
Harry Truman, Dwight Eisenhower, John Kennedy, Lyndon
Johnson, Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, Jimmy Carter, Ronald
Reagan, and George H. W. Bush. In different ways, almost
every U.S. president made a substantial contribution to the
outcome, but so did other figures, such as Pope John Paul II,
Lech Walesa (the leader of the Polish Solidarity movement),
and Mikhail Gorbachev (the initiator of the disruptive pere-
stroika of the Soviet system).

John Paul II ignited a sense of spiritual vitality in politically
suppressed Eastern Europe, revealing the hollowness of the
decades-long communist indoctrination. Gorbachey, seeking
a dynamic revival of the Soviet system, unintentionally
brought to the surface the basic contradictions of bureaucrat-
ically sterile totalitarianism. Even worse for the tottering So-
viet dictatorship, he permitted the rise of political dissent by
eschewing Stalinist repression. The Solidarity movement in
Poland successfully defied communist martial law for almost
a decade and compelled a political compromise that ended
the communist monopoly of power, which then precipitated
upheavals in neighboring Czechoslovakia and Hungary, cul-
minating in the collapse of the Berlin Wall.

Most importantly, several U.S. presidents shared a com-
mon understanding of the long-term threat posed by Soviet
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communism. They deterred the Soviets from using military
power to expand their dominion while forcing the rivalry into
political and socioeconomic realms where the Soviet Union
was at a disadvantage. Dwight Eisenhower enhanced the
NATO alliance. John Kennedy defied the Kremlin’s attempts
to achieve a strategic breakthrough during both the Berlin
and Cuban crises of the early 1960s. He also launched the
dramatic race to the moon, which drained Soviet resources
and deprived the Soviet Union of a potent ideological and po-
litical triumph. Recently opened Soviet archives reveal how
intensely determined the Soviet leaders were to beat America
in that race, how politically decisive they felt its outcome
would be, and the extent to which America’s success re-
versed the global post-Sputnik perception of Soviet techno-
logical superiority.

The failure of the American military effort in Vietnam and
the resulting inclination to cut defense spending prompted
President Nixon to seek détente with the Soviet Union on
the basis of accepting the status quo. But before long an-
other U.S. president, Jimmy Carter, launched the human
rights campaign that melded with John Paul IT’s spiritual ap-
peal and put the Soviet system on the ideological defensive.
Carter also launched the technological renewal of the U.S.
military. After the Russian invasion of Afghanistan, Carter
became the first president in the entire Cold War to provide
arms to an anti-Soviet resistance while also creating an infra-
structure for a U.S. military presence in the Persian Gulf.
Following Carter, Ronald Reagan articulated a more explicit
challenge in all these domains to Soviet aspirations and pur-
sued it with political determination and an effective popular
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appeal. The cumulative impact helped push Gorbachev’s on-
going perestroika into a general crisis of the Soviet system.
Reagan’s successor, George H. W. Bush, exploiting commu-
nism’s denouement with diplomatic finesse, was the histori-
cal beneficiary.

Yet barely fifteen years after the wall came down, the once
proud and globally admired America was widely viewed
around the world with intense hostility, its legitimacy and
credibility in tatters, its military bogged down in the new
“Global Balkans” from Suez to Xinjiang (see Figure 4, p. 153),
its formerly devoted allies distancing themselves, and world-
wide public opinion polls documenting widespread hostility
toward the United States. Why?

Confused Expectations

By 2006 it was difficult to recall the opportunity within Amer-
ica’s grasp on the eve of the twenty-first century. The bloody
twentieth-century contest for global domination—the most
lethal conflict in history—had in effect just ended after two
epic struggles. The capitulation of Nazi Germany and Imper-
ial Japan, in May and August 1945 respectively, terminated
the most brutal attempt ever to achieve global hegemony by
direct force of arms. Almost half a century later the lowering
of the red flag from the Kremlin tower in late December 1991
signaled not only the dissolution of the Soviet Union but also
the final gasp of a perverse ideology that likewise sought
global dominion.

May 1945 had already defined America’s new standing as
the world’s premier democratic power; December 1991
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marked America’s emergence as the world’s first truly global
power. Paradoxically, while the defeat of Nazi Germany ele-
vated America’s global status, America had not played a deci-
sive role in the military defeat of Hitlerism. Credit in that
regard has to go to the Stalinist Soviet Union, Hitler’s odious
rival. The American role in the political defeat of the Soviet
Union, by contrast, was indeed central.

But the fall of the Soviet Union was neither as clear-cut nor
as sudden as the earlier capitulation of Nazi Germany and
Imperial Japan. It was messy, protracted, problematic in its
implications, controversial in its causalities, and ambiguous in
expression. Even the renaming of the Soviet Union as the
Commonwealth of Independent States provoked questions.
Was “Commonwealth” just a new name for the old Russian
imperial system, or had the empire ruled for so long from the
Kremlin truly fallen apart?

Contributing to the uncertainty was the fact that the dis-
crediting of Soviet communism and the disintegration of the
Soviet Union could not be ascribed to a single cause or even
dated precisely. December 1991 was essentially a symbolic
date, the culmination of a series of events, setbacks, errors,
and actions from inside and outside the Soviet world that cu-
mulatively swept away an increasingly rotten fagade of dog-
matically claimed invincibility and historical inevitability.
Only later could the world fully appreciate the geopolitical
and ideological meaning of this tectonic upheaval.

As a consequence, what seemed so very clear in 1945 was
not at all clear in 1991. In 1945 the opportunity inherent
in victory was naively defined as that of institutionalizing, in
FDR’s words, “a one world,” even though that world was
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already dividing into two camps. Joy at the end of the carnage
and hopes for universal peace had people literally dancing in
the streets. Four and a half decades later, public reaction was
more muted. In the great capitals of the victorious Atlantic
alliance, there was no dancing in the streets when the Soviet
Union dissolved. There were, to be sure, earlier outbursts of
joy in the newly self-liberated Warsaw—and later in Prague
and Budapest and the newly reunited Berlin—but the West
expressed relief more than enthusiasm.

Complicating official perceptions and tempering public ex-
pectations at the end of the Cold War was the fact that the
world America inherited as its ward on the eve of the twenty-
first century was neither historically at ease nor truly at peace.
Freed from the specter of a third global war between two
superpower-led camps armed to the teeth with nuclear
weapons, the world gave priority to narrower concerns. It was
more susceptible to intensified nationalist passions and tribal
hatreds, more tempted by the selfish luxury of indulgence in
traditional antagonisms and religious violence. The end of the
Cold War thus stirred not only hopes; it also ignited new pas-
sions, less universal in their ambitions but more primitive in
their impulses.

Nonetheless, America’s opportunity was in fact much
greater than it had been in 1945, though less clear. American
power faced no peer, no rival, no threat, neither on the west-
ern front nor the eastern front, nor on the southern fronts of
the great Cold War that had been waged for decades on the
massive Eurasian chessboard. Europe in 1991, though still
semidivided, was busily “atlanticizing” itself. Its western por-
tion was firmly tied to the United States through the NATO
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alliance, while its eastern portion, newly liberated from Soviet
domination and redesignated as Central Europe, pined for ad-
mission to the privileged and rather idealized Euro-Atlantic
community. Germany's reunification was just under way in an
atmosphere of ecstatic emancipation as well as massive un-
derestimation of the long-term social complexities and finan-
cial costs.

Moreover, the Atlantic alliance was about as strong as ever.
In the final phases of the Cold War in 1989-1990, there had
been disagreement over German reunification, with neither
Margaret Thatcher nor Frangois Mitterand (for historical
reasons) sharing the determination of George H. W. Bush
and Helmut Kohl to promptly end the country’s partition.
But the issue did not surface into public disagreement, and
before long Germany’s reunification was an accomplished
fact. That a united Germany would effectively end Franco-
German leadership of the emerging Europe (in which France
had been able to piggyback on the partitioned Germany) was
not yet apparent.

Even more promising was the overall state of American—
European relations. The European Community was steadily
deepening its unity, getting ready to adopt a common cur-
rency, and was poised to become the revamped and enlarged
European Union in an atmosphere of transatlantic political
cordiality. The notion of Atlantic partnership looked like a
strategic reality, not only with regard to NATO (for which the
Cold War victory was in itself a historic confirmation) but also
applied to the relationship between the United States and the
European Community beyond the geographic confines of
Europe. There was talk of a more ambitious partnership that
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would provide a constructive sense of direction for a world
now free of the potential horrors of World War III. America
and Europe would thus jointly continue the West’s traditional
role of global stewardship.

That was the rhetoric of the time, the promise of the his-
toric moment, the beckoning opportunity that a decade and a
half later would appear both remote and unreal. The rise of
Asia was still perceived as a distant prospect, and the leading
Asian candidate for a major role was Japan, increasingly rede-
fined as a “Western” democracy and a member of the trilateral
club with America and Europe. Europe’s progress toward
greater unity was also breeding speculation regarding its fu-
ture world role, with French geostrategists engaged in fertile
projections of a restored Franco-European grandeur. Co-
equality with America was not yet viewed as presaging a sepa-
ration, and few envisaged today’s Europe: more extensive in
scope yet more distant from America while still impotent
globally.

This hopeful new reality was hardly universal. The formerly
imperial Soviet Union was experiencing pangs of nationalist
separatism that promptly escalated into bitter ethnic violence.
Multinational Yugoslavia disintegrated under the same pres-
sures. Symptomatic of the times, this violence was pursued in
the name of democracy and self-determination, both con-
cepts associated with the victorious America and fervently
proclaimed by the protagonists in the hope of eliciting U.S.
sympathy and support. Former Soviet leaders were also busy
reinventing themselves as the leaders of a national Russia or
of other newly independent states. The most credible way for
recent communist officials (notably in Armenia and Azerbai-
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jan) to gain national popularity was to pursue territorial claims
against some adjoining post-Soviet but similarly newly inde-
pendent national entity.

Farther east, neither China nor Japan yet represented a se-
rious challenge to America’s sway or appeared poised to pre-
cipitate a regional crisis. But each was carefully reassessing
the new global setting. China, still in the early stages of an
impressively prudent, politically guided social transformation,
was expanding the scope of private initiative from agriculture
to small trade and manufacturing and then to larger-scale in-
dustrial activity, still with little awareness that within a decade
and a half it would come to be perceived as potentially the
world’s next superpower. Its major national preoccupation was
to prevent Taiwan’s separation from gaining permanent inter-
national sanction. Geopolitically, China was still quietly sa-
voring the success of its semicovert strategic collaboration
with America in finally defeating the Soviet invasion of Af-
ghanistan. The Sino-American relationship was malleable
and, from the U.S. point of view, strategically productive.

Just next to China, barely touching the disintegrating So-
viet Union’s far eastern frontier, was the isolated North Ko-
rean regime. Suddenly bereft of Soviet protection and already
deeply suspicious of the Sino-American strategic solidarity
forged in response to the Soviet attack a decade earlier on Af-
ghanistan, the North Korean dictatorship surreptitiously be-
gan to seek its own atomic weapons.

It is also easy to forget how very differently America saw
Japan fifteen years ago. Throughout the second half of the
1980s, Japan was considered the rising superstate. The
Japanese purchase of Rockefeller Center in New York City
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epitomized American fears that Japan might soon supplant
America as the world’s most vital and innovative economic
power. Though that anxiety was not translated into policy, it
helped stir the Japanese elite into a gradually intensifying
awareness that Japan’s place in the world could not be de-
fined entirely by Article 9 of the U.S.-drafted Japanese con-
stitution (which committed Japan to pacifism) or by the
U.S.-Japanese defense treaty. That treaty, pledging America
to Japan’s defense, made Japan a de facto U.S. protectorate
since it did not contain a reciprocal commitment like
NATO’s for Japan to come to America’s defense. But in these
respects the situation was likewise evolving, and Tokyo was
increasingly recognized as part of a new trilateral partnership
with the United States and the European Union.

The Soviet defeat in Afghanistan was followed by a de-
plorable American neglect of that country’s future, a symptom
of a wider indifference toward a region that, within a decade,
became America’s “Global Balkans”: the huge area stretching
from Suez to China’s Xinjiang and rent by internal conflicts and
foreign intrusion. Iran persisted in its fundamentalist hostility
toward America and represented a potential regional problem,
but its capacity to be a serious threat was sapped by an almost
decade-long war precipitated by Iraq. Signs of opposition to re-
ligious extremism among Iran’s intelligentsia and youth raised
hope of an eventual evolution in more moderate directions.

The disappearance of the Soviet Union had the most im-
mediate impact on Arab states, notably Iraq and Syria, that
had relied on Soviet military and political support for their
hostility toward Israel. Deprived of their strategic sponsor, the
irreconcilable Arab states were now strategically adrift. The

THE MISTS OF VICTORY 27

wisdom of Anwar Sadat’s earlier gamble on the American op-
tion (started with Nixon and consummated with Carter) now
seemed validated, and that lesson was not lost even on the
strategically misguided and tactically shortsighted Palestine
Liberation Organization. For the first time since Carter’s
Camp David intervention of 1978, the prospect of peace in
the Middle East was not a mirage.

Finally, closer to home, Castro’s Cuba was now a strategi-
cally isolated outpost. No longer the springboard for a conti-
nental revolution, no longer a demonstration of the Soviet
Union’s global reach deep into the U.S. regional domain, no
longer even the base for more modest regional aspirations in
parts of Central America, the Cuban regime was now de-
prived of its key ally, its sponsor, its supplier of weaponry and
subsidies. Castro found China’s fascination with the profit
motive in spurring economic growth to be ideologically sus-
pect, while the dissolution of the Soviet Union seemed to
confirm his fears that liberalization was a highly contagious
infection that must be stamped out at the very outset. With
Castro’s Cuba no longer representing the future of Latin
American politics, self-preservation dictated self-isolation.

The end of the Cold War also redefined global security.
With the likelihood of nuclear war between the two superpow-
ers rapidly receding, the issue of nuclear proliferation gained
new urgency, and an international consensus regarding how to
halt it came to seem more likely. At the time, neither North
Korea nor Iran was seen as the nuclear challenger that both
later became. But India’s defiance of nonproliferation was
more than suspect, and its contagious impact on Pakistan was
self-evident. Israel’s surreptitious acquisition was also hardly a
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secret. South Africa’s ongoing efforts were being closely scruti-
nized. The issue was clearly rising in significance.

The challenge of peacekeeping in states or regions incapable
of self-policing or subject to externally prompted disruptions
was another new complication. During the Cold War, any re-
sponse to a civil war would inevitably have become an exten-
sion of the superpower conflict, and that had a dampening
effect on the issue itself. After the Cold War, collective peace-
keeping was emerging as a legitimate and practicable regional
or international response. But endless questions were surfacing
regarding the obligations of the would-be peacekeepers, the di-
vision of authority, and the allocation of political leadership.

Last but certainly not least, the so-called Third World lost
its political role with the disappearance of the “Second
World.” Often called also the Nonaligned Bloc, the Third
World’s “nonalignment” no longer had any strategic meaning
following the disappearance of the Soviet Union. But its mas-
sive socioeconomic troubles were rising to the front of the
global agenda, largely driven by the growing impatience of its
vast and increasingly politically awakened populations. The
concomitant rise in the political importance of several key de-
veloping states—notably India, Brazil, and Nigeria—meant
that the central political, economic, financial, and social
dilemmas of the poorer portion of mankind would become an
increasingly important global issue.

The Search for Certitude

Immediately after the end of the Cold War, of course, it was
not clear what was in store. Was the revolutionary age ending?
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Had the Cold War given way to eternal peace? Was the tri-
umph of American democracy in its long struggle with Soviet
totalitarianism the signal of democracy’s universal relevance?
Or were new threats appearing? What defining insight would
illuminate the essence of the times and give purpose to Amer-
ica’s new global status? Indeed, what should America’s global
role be?

In the immediate aftermath of America’s emergence as the
world’s only superpower, these questions were not explicitly
posed, at least not initially. America’s coronation as global
leader was a situational fact and not a global anointing. But
the need for a policy-oriented interpretation of the new era
was there, even if not yet felt on the public level, because of
the cloudy complexity surrounding America’s newly exalted
perch on the top of the global totem pole. The answers could
not come all at once.

Karl Marx once observed that consciousness usually lags
behind reality. In other words, comprehension of sociopoliti-
cal change follows behind the change and does not precede
or even accompany it. So it was with America’s new histori-
cal dilemmas. There was a great need for coherent perspec-
tives to replace the now obsolete premises that had guided
American conduct on the world scene during the decades of
the Cold War. Given the limited human capacity to compre-
hend complex reality and achieve a clear sense of direction,
it took about a decade for these perspectives to gel and gain
adherents.

At first, though only briefly, official discourse about the
new global context and the opportunities it held was largely
limited to a vague but positive-sounding slogan: “new world
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order.” This had the advantage of implying many things to
many people. To traditionalists, “order” suggested stability and
continuity; to reformers the adjective “new” implied a re-
arrangement of priorities; to idealistic internationalists the
emphasis on “world” conveyed the benign message that uni-
versality was now the lodestar of policy. But the administra-
tion promoting this slogan was voted out of office before its
meaning could be fully spelled out, and the change to a new
administration coincided with the surfacing of intellectually
more refined and analytically more ambitious alternatives.

After this interlude of intellectual disarray, two increasingly
irreconcilable versions of the past and visions of the future
gradually emerged as the dominant American outlooks on
global affairs. These should not be confused with ideologies
as they came to be known during the twentieth century. They
did not have a doctrinaire core or a formally proclaimed and
allegedly infallible central text or little red book. Unlike their
rigid totalitarian predecessors, they were mixtures of opinions,
beliefs, slogans, and pet formulas. Each view expressed a pre-
disposition and a framework for relatively flexible formula-
tions based on a broadly shared, somewhat loosely defined set
of convictions derived from history or social science or even
religion. Their inclination toward dogmatism was tempered by
the pragmatic traditions of American political life.

The first of these two world-organizing visions can best be
described by the word most closely associated with its sub-
stance: globalization. The second is named for its doctrinal
source: neoconservatism. Both ideas claimed to express the
inner meaning of history. The first, which lacked the intellec-
tual panache of its rival and was not as zealously propagated,
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emerged from several inspirations. Its advocates focused on
the worldwide impact of technology, communications, and
trade as well as financial flows, from which they drew funda-
mental lessons for America’s position and role in the world.
Two words best conveyed this vision’s essence: interdepend-
ence and connectivity.

Globalization was catchy, trendy, and appealing worldwide.
It implied progression or process as opposed to stasis, and
also that this process was historically inevitable. Globalization
thus conveniently fused objective determinism with subjec-
tive determination. The claim that interdependence was the
new reality of international life in turn validated globalization
as the legitimate policy for the new century. America’s em-
brace of globalization implied innovation, historical momen-
tum, and a constructive outreach, and it identified the
American national interest with the global interest. Globaliza-
tion was thus a convenient doctrine (and a fine source of slo-
gans) for the victor in the just-ended Cold War.

While globalization suggested American leadership, Amer-
ica did not aggressively postulate it. But implicit in globaliza-
tion was the notion of a central source, a point of origin, of
inspiration and impulse—and America, though not named ex-
plicitly, was the only plausible candidate. Thus globalization
bore no resemblance to the defunct communist doctrine,
with its designated center of world revolution and infallible
source of doctrinal truth in a world doomed to class struggle.
Globalization merely hinted that America was inherently the
source of energy and motivation for a worldwide process that
was truly interactive and, in any case, fundamentally sponta-
neous. By embracing globalization, America would identify
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itself with a historical trend that was universal in scope, ex-
cluded no one, and set no limits on its potential benefits.

Here and there, of course, some groups would be dis-
placed, a few narrow interests would suffer, and hurtful shifts
in employment and production might occur. But to enthusi-
asts of the new era, these growing pains were a passing phase
subject to almost automatic self-correction. Globalization
would generate an ultimate equilibrium, with the redistribu-
tion of benefits for the many offsetting the initial hardships of
the few. And America, as the spearhead of globalization,
would find its global leadership both materially reinforced and
morally legitimated.

Globalization benefited from another advantage: it was
cheerfully optimistic. After the anxieties of the Cold War and
the uncertainties of its initial aftermath, globalization was re-
assuringly sunny, optimistically asserting the benign effects of
dynamic interdependence. Enthusiastically embraced by
President Clinton, it conveyed a hopeful vision of an increas-
ingly interdependent world progressing through multilateral
cooperation “into the future.” Its more fervent advocates even
explained the fall of the Soviet Union as due less to the con-
sequences of Stalinist crimes or the effects of anticommunist
resistance, and more to the Soviet failure to respond promptly
enough to the economic and technological requirements of
the new age.

Last but not least, globalization had a ready-made and pow-
erful constituency not only among America’s business elite
but also within the multinational corporate world that had
grown rapidly during the waning decades of the Cold War. In-
deed, much of this elite—anxious for direction and constancy
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in a world suddenly grown socioeconomically volatile—fer-
vently hoped that the only remaining superpower would em-
brace the notion of globalization almost as a mantra.

Globalization did not become America’s dominant world-
view all at once. It gained momentum by accretion: by be-
coming a buzzword among the cognoscenti of world affairs, by
being adopted in the myriad of international private and pub-
lic institutions, and eventually by emerging as the favorite for-
eign policy concept of a historically upbeat American
president. The case for multilateral cooperation henceforth
was to be derived less from the fearful imperatives of interna-
tional security and more from the beneficent promise of
global interdependence.

Though initially embracing only an economic perspective,
the advocates of globalization quickly realized that its appeal
had to be fortified by a political component. An additional
case for globalization then emerged: namely, that it would in-
evitably lead to greater democracy. Globalization thus gained
a corollary proposition that became especially useful when
the doctrine’s critics began to charge that it was essentially a
self-serving justification for the maximization of profits and
that it was being used to rationalize investments in oppressive
regimes that happened to be economically successful. The
Tiananmen massacre in China in 1989 provoked severe criti-
cism by human rights advocates that globalization enthusiasts
were indifferent to human rights.

The intellectual lineage of globalization cannot be traced to
specific and universally acclaimed intellectual classics, and
certainly not to a single dogmatic source. It gained credence
more through media propagation, sloganeering, newspaper
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op-eds, and international business conventions, and was pop-
ularized by books meant for general readership. The most no-
table of these was the New York Times journalist Thomas
Friedman's The Lexus and the Olive Tree: Understanding Glob-
alization (2000), which followed Benjamin Barber’s popular
Jihad vs. McWorld: How the Planet Is Both Falling Apart and
Coming Together and What This Means for Democracy (1995).
These were followed by the more academic works by Joseph
Stiglitz, Globalization and Its Discontents (2002), and Jagdish
Bhagwati, In Defense of Globalization (2004), as well as an-
other highly popular essay by Thomas Friedman, The World Is
Flat (2005). Globalization was thus simultaneously popular-
ized and intellectually developed into almost a doctrine.

The rival doctrine, which came into flower under President
George W. Bush, was starker in its demeanor, more pes-
simistic in its outlook, more Manichaean in its mood. In con-
trast to the economic determinism favored by the advocates
of globalization (“Marxist” in that respect), neoconservatism
was more militantly activist (and thus “Leninist”). In histori-
cal lineage, it deliberately harkened back to the Reagan phe-
nomenon and legitimated itself by a retroactive and rather
self-serving historical reinterpretation of that phenomenon,
satirized at the beginning of this chapter.

Throughout his political career, Ronald Reagan had tapped
into and benefited from the widespread popular feeling that
America was floundering in the global contest with Soviet
communism. By the mid-1970s Reagan was already seen by
many Republicans as offering a more vigorous alternative to
the historically pessimistic Nixon—Kissinger notions of dé-
tente. By the end of the decade, Reagan was the preferred
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Republican choice for presidential candidate over the middle-
of-the-road Gerald Ford. In 1980 Reagan defeated the sitting
Democratic president, Jimmy Carter, who was viewed as not
offering a clear-cut and sufficiently decisive counter to the
Soviet challenge, and was associated with the humiliating
seizure of American hostages in Tehran.

The coalition that took the lead in formulating the world-
view for what came to be called the Reagan Doctrine (and to
which neoconservative roots can be traced) was not predomi-
nantly Republican in origin. While Reagan electorally capital-
ized on the sense of unease among many conservative
Republicans over the thrust of Nixon’s and Kissinger’s foreign
policy as well as on the even more widespread Republican
dismissal of Carter’s record, the strategic content of the new
Reagan Doctrine was heavily influenced by several Demo-
crats with impeccable connections to President Truman or
the vigorously anticommunist Senator Henry “Scoop” Jack-
son. Prominent foreign policy practitioners—including Paul
Nitze and Eugene Rostow, who had served under several
Democratic presidents, Richard Perle, who worked closely
with Jackson, as well as policy theorists like Jeane Kirk-
patrick—joined together in the late 1970s with a cluster of
well-known conservatives to launch the Committee on the
Present Danger. This committee propagated the call for a
more muscular and doctrinally hard-hitting response to the
Soviet Union.

The collapse of the Soviet Union a decade later provided
the intellectual confirmation for a triumphalist view of Amer-
ica’s role not only in the recent past but increasingly also in
the future. The Soviet defeat was no longer to be seen as the
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outcome of a prolonged bipartisan effort but rather as a na-
tional salvation achieved by a charismatic leader guided by a
cluster of true believers. This mythical revision of history
compressed the entire Cold War into a single decade. Only
under Reagan was the Soviet Union repelled and the cause of
human rights embraced. Even John Paul II came to be por-
trayed as Reagan’s personal recruit in a secret campaign to
subvert the Soviet Union.

The verities drawn from this caricature of history were ap-
plied to the cloudy and complex realities facing America after
its Cold War victory. To be successful, American foreign pol-
icy had to be derived from moral certitudes and pursued
through a clear-cut good-versus-evil deciphering of the in-
evitably ambiguous historical imponderables. Public confu-
sion was the luxury of the masses, compromise the failing of
agnostics, and uncertainty an intellectual disqualification.
Henceforth strength and clarity had to guide America, just as
they had done when Reagan allegedly won the Cold War
singlehandedly.

Translating these premises into a coherent, comprehensive
doctrine took time. The new worldview emerged gradually,
adapted to the new post—Cold War circumstances by the
younger members of the original Committee on the Present
Danger and by a cluster of energetic opinion shapers associ-
ated with conservative journals and think tanks. They shared
the conviction that the challenge formerly posed by the Soviet
Union and communism now emanated from the Arab states
and militant Islam. Their strategic outlook on these issues
was unabashedly sympathetic to the views of Israel’s Likud
party and gained significant support among American Chris-
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tian fundamentalists. The latter provided a wider political
base for the strategic views of the more elitist former. '

Over a decade, a shared perspective, increasingly labeled
as neoconservative, was thus systematized, expounded, and
propagated in a series of books, articles, and jointly authored
public manifestos addressed in some cases to the U.S. presi-
dent or the Israeli prime minister. Increasingly dismissive of
the postwar Atlantic alliance on the grounds that the Euro-
peans were effete (“from Venus,” unlike the muscular Ameri-
cans “from Mars”), the new doctrine called for an assertive
reliance on American political and military power. Though
neoconservatism was articulated largely in short, often bel-
ligerent opinion pieces and articles, one of the early attempts
at a more comprehensive formulation was a volume edited by
Robert Kagan and William Kristol, Present Dangers: Crisis and
Opportunity in American Foreign and Defense Policy (2000),
an outgrowth of their 1996 article in Foreign Affairs entitled
“Toward a Neo-Reaganite Foreign Policy.”

Though propagated with the zeal typical of true believers,
what came to be called the “neocon” doctrine did not contain
a sweeping vision of the unfolding world in the aftermath of
the Cold War. It was essentially an updated version of imperi-
alism and was not primarily concerned with new global reali-
ties or novel social trends. Rather, it reflected specific neocon
priorities in the Middle East. Amid the fear and anger aroused
by the 9/11 attacks, the neocon option seized the moment
and came into its own.

Without 9/11, the doctrine probably would have remained
a fringe phenomenon, but that catastrophic event gave it the
appearance of relevance. Before long, neoconservatives in the
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Bush II administration translated its premises into official po-
litical and military doctrine. In the wake of 9/11 the doctrine
also spilled over into domestic politics. The fear of terrorism,
massively propagated, created a new political culture in which
moral certainty began to verge on social intolerance, espe-
cially toward those whose ethnic origins or appearance could
be viewed as giving grounds for suspicion. Vigilantism against
immigrants or even wayward professors (especially with pro-
Arab views about the Middle East) also reflected intensified
self-righteous anxiety. Even civil rights came to be seen by
some as an impediment to effective national security.

In the process of gaining wider social acceptance, this al-
ternative worldview—advocated by the neocons as historically
responsive to the new global circumstances—gained re-
spectability from the unintended intellectual legacy of two
genuinely insightful academic works. Their cumulative influ-
ence in shaping historical perceptions and piercing the
post—Cold War fog provided a congenial intellectual context
for a new vision. The earlier of the two was The End of History
and the Last Man (1992) by Francis Fukuyama, who initially
was associated with the neocon circles but later became the
most cutting dismantler of the views of Charles Krautham-
mer, a leading neocon popularizer. The other, even more influ-
ential volume was The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking
of World Order (1996) by Samuel P. Huntington, who from
the start had been a critic of the neocon prescriptions. Each
book provided a sweeping interpretation of a unique moment
in history, identifying its central essence and delineating its
fundamental discontinuity.

THE MISTS OF VICTORY 39

Fukuyama’s book, in the tradition of Hegelian and Marxist
dialectics, brilliantly but somewhat misleadingly postulated
that mankind’s political evolution had crested with the victory
of democracy. Initially much acclaimed, the argument was
construed by many to mean that democracy was now the in-
evitable fate of mankind. (Neoconservatives seized on this in-
terpretation after 9/11 as an activist prescription.) Perhaps
only the title was misleading, given that the author later com-
plained of having been misunderstood and claimed he had ac-
tually been making a less ambitious argument on behalf of
evolutionary modernization. But his dramatic insight into the
presumed historical inevitability of democracy provided a
powerful case for those who advocated that America should
propagate democracy, by whatever means available, as the
central theme of U.S. policy in the Middle East. Dogmatic
activism and historical determinism were thus conveniently
wedded.

In a different fashion, neocons tapped Huntington’s grand
civilizational interpretation (in its sweep recalling Oswald
Spengler’s The Decline of the West and Arnold Toynbee’s A
Study of History, the first written shortly after World War I
and the second after World War 11) to validate their vision of
an existential conflict with Islam over basic values. In that
respect, Huntington’s unintended political impact was even
greater than Fukuyama’s. Argued with great sophistication
and with persuasively marshaled evidence, Huntington’s
case appeared to be a provocative prophecy that ought not
be allowed to become self-fulfilling. Within a few years,
however, and especially after 9/11, the “clash” became the
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widely accepted diagnosis of a global reality that as recently
as 1990 had seemed truly remote.

The result was a Manichaean doctrine with which neither
of the two scholars could ever have felt at home: democracy
passionately propagated as the inevitable historical destination
of a mankind engaged in an existential clash of basic values.
But that is often the fate of great intellects; in his later years,
George Kennan frequently complained that his pathbreaking
and widely acclaimed treatise advocating containment of Stal-
inist Russia had been grossly distorted by those who lauded its
analysis and sought to implement its prescriptions. In any
case, the notion of a democratic “end of history” as the end-
point of a grand collision with fundamentalist Islam became
for the neocons the clarifying beam of light piercing the
post—Cold War mists.

These two visions—globalization as a rising tide and neo-
conservatism as a call to action—came to dominate the politi-
cal scene and overshadow alternative viewpoints. Still, the
initially confused relief at the end of the Cold War gave rise to
some notes of anxiety regarding the deeper condition of the
West, especially in the moral and cultural realms. Questions
were raised regarding the long-term viability of a Western cul-
ture that increasingly seemed to lack a moral compass. The
absence of such a compass led me to wonder publicly (in a
1990 Georgetown University lecture entitled “Post-Victory
Blues”) whether the defeat of communism did in fact mean
the victory of democracy.

Most immediately, that question focused on the future of
the formerly communist nations of Eastern Europe and the
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failed Soviet Union. For Eastern Europe, the attraction of
Europe served as a beacon and relevant example. The historic
and geographic proximity of a unifying Europe could help
overcome its forty-year subjection to communist doctrine. For
Russia, the legacy of communism was twice as heavy and
more deeply entrenched, and complicated by Russia’s even
older imperial traditions and lingering nostalgia for their re-
vival. One would think that the logical course for the West,
therefore, was to forge a long-term policy designed to draw
Russia into a more binding relationship with Europe, but
there is little evidence that anyone in Washington was giving
this issue much constructive thought.

The gnawing philosophical uneasiness in the West, partic-
ularly in America, about the essence of dominant public be-
liefs thus made me concerned that neither of the two
competing visions was historically sufficient for the chal-
lenge America now faced. This challenge was both strategic
and philosophical. To what larger goal was the citizen of the
democratic West, following communism’s defeat, now com-
mitted? For many in the upper and middle classes, the an-
swer was conveyed by two words: hedonistic relativism—no
deeper convictions, no transcendental commitment, with the
good life defined largely by the Dow Jones industrial average
and the price of gasoline. If that was so, then the dichotomy
between the hedonistic relativism of the West and the indi-
gent absolutism of the suddenly impoverished inhabitants of
the former Soviet space and the politically awakened devel-
oping world would only widen global divisions. The response
had to come from a deeper moral definition of America’s
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world role. Without this, America’s global leadership would
lack legitimacy.

A politically appealing moral impulse as a guide for policy ul-
timately has to be motivated by humanitarian concerns. It has
to elevate human rights into a global priority. It has to respond
to politically activated mass yearnings. An enlightened politics
based on moral conviction should also stress consensual leader-
ship and not Manichaean division. Conversely, the absence of
moral conviction leaves opportunities for demagogy that exploits
sudden crises and new fears. It was these concerns—more than
doubts about the quality of personal leadership—that led me to
write in Out of Control (1993) that “America’s difficulty in exer-
cising effective global authority. . . could produce a situation of
intensifying global instability. . . and the reappearance of millen-
nial demagogy,” and even to speculate that “the phase of Ameri-
can preponderance may not last long, despite the absence of
any self-evident replacement.”

Ultimately the issue since 1990 has been the question:
Does America have the stuff to lead the world at a time
when the political and social expectations of mankind are no
longer passive and the coexistence of varying religions and
cultures is being compressed (as in a pressure cooker) by the
impact of interactive communications? Three successive
American presidents, George H. W. Bush, William J. Clin-
ton, and George W. Bush, had the opportunity to answer
that question, not as a philosophical abstraction but as a
matter of real-life political choices. The first of these global
leader/presidents sought to pursue a traditional policy in a
nontraditional environment while America’s two competing
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worldviews were still crystallizing. The second embraced a
mythologized version of globalization in charge of mankind’s
destiny. The third pursued a militant commitment to prevail
in a world dogmatically conceived as polarized between good

and evil.



The Original Sin
(and the Pitfalls of

Conventional Imagination)

Today we have entered an era when progress will be
based on the interests of all of mankind. And awareness
of this requires that world policy, too, should be deter-
mined by placing the values of all mankind first. . . .
Further world progress is possible now only through the
search for a consensus of all mankind, in movement to-
wards a new world order.

MIKHAIL GORBACHEYV, speech before the U.N. General Assembly,
December 7, 1988

A new partnership of nations has begun, and we stand
today at a unique and extraordinary moment. . . Out of
these troubled times...a new world order can
emerge. . . in which the nations of the world, east and
west, north and south, can prosper and live in harmony.

GEORGE H. W. BUSH, speech before a joint session of Congress,
September 11, 1990
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T HE “NEW WORLD ORDER” BECAME PRESIDENT
George H. W. Bush’s trademark—the oft cited definition
of his world vision. But the phrase was neither his own nor an
accurate characterization of his foreign policy stewardship. In
a speech to Congress proclaiming his commitment to “a new
world order,” Bush, not exactly giving credit where it was due,
confided that “this is the vision I shared with President Gor-
bachev” when the two had met weeks earlier. But Gorbachev
had used the phrase well before that. Bush I was not a vision-
ary but a skilled practitioner of power politics and traditional
diplomacy in an untraditional age. Lacking a historical imagi-
nation, he appropriated Gorbachev’s slogan but never seri-
ously sought to implement it.

The Bush I presidency coincided with cascading upheavals
throughout Eurasia. Several crises were either ongoing or erupt-
ing throughout that vast continent, which over the previous four
decades had been the principal arena for the grand strategic
rivalry between the United States and the Soviet Union. That
rivalry involved confrontations along three strategic fronts: in
the west defined by NATO, in the east by the demarcation line
dividing Korea and by the Formosa Straits, and in the south, in
the Persian Gulf region, by the proclamation of the Carter Doc-
trine in reaction to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. These
fault lines were now being outflanked by rising political, ethnic,
and religious unrest in the Balkans, the Middle East, East Asia,
and especially within the Soviet bloc itself.

In responding to these continent-wide upheavals, Bush
showed both his strengths and limitations. He proved to be a
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superb crisis manager but not a strategic visionary. He han-
dled the collapse of the Soviet Union with aplomb and
mounted an international response to Saddam Hussein’s ag-
gression with impressive diplomatic skill and military resolve.
But he did not translate either triumph into an enduring his-
toric success. America’s unique political influence and moral
legitimacy were not strategically applied to either transform
Russia or pacify the Middle East.

In fairness to Bush, no U.S. president since the end of
World War II had to confront such intensive and extensive
global turmoil. Fortunately Bush was experienced and knowl-
edgeable and thus did not need a learning curve. He was well-
known to most foreign statesmen and generally respected. He
quickly fashioned his foreign policy team and took charge.
Whatever the subsequent reservations regarding his legacy, he
made good choices for his principal foreign counsellors. He
picked individuals who were close to him, followed his leader-
ship, could work as a team, and accepted a basic division of
labor. The national security adviser, Brent Scowcroft, served
as the inside presidential counselor and friend of the Bush
family, while the secretary of state, James Baker, acted as the
reliable outside negotiator.

Bush clearly was the manager of U.S. foreign policy.
Strategic decisions flowed down from the top, not up from
the NSC staff or the State or Defense Departments. Bush
worked in close consultation primarily with three key top-

level advisers (the two mentioned above plus Secretary
of Defense Richard Cheney), all of whom he had known
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personally for some time. But while consulting with them,
and occasionally even bringing in outsiders for a one-on-one
discussion in the Oval Office (I was invited to give advice on
the Soviet Union and Poland), Bush was without question
the primus inter pares and the final, well-informed, confi-
dent decision maker. The NSC system was smooth, focused,
hierarchically clear, and responsive to a truly unprecedented
set of historically major upheavals.

The world the Bush team faced was coming asunder, and a
definable and historically comprehensible era was coming to
an end. But the right course to pursue was not self-evident.
Bush needed to define his priorities, look beyond just today
and tomorrow, be clear about his sense of direction, and act
accordingly. This he never quite did. He focused primarily on
the delicate task of peacefully managing the dismantling of
the Soviet empire and then on cutting Saddam Hussein’s ex-
cessive ambitions down to size. He brilliantly achieved both
but exploited neither.

The progressive fragmentation of the Soviet Union came to
a head roughly at the midpoint of the Bush presidency, in De-
cember 1991. That date marks the onset of U.S. global su-
premacy. But the event was preceded and followed by
mounting turmoil throughout the Soviet bloc. Any policy re-
sponse to that turmoil was complicated by the violence and
political upheavals erupting outside the Soviet sphere, in
other parts of Eurasia. (The reader may wish to consult the
basic chronology of the Bush term in the adjoining box to get
a sense of the extraordinary pace of change confronting the
Bush team during its four years in office.)
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INTERNATIONAL CHRONOLOGY,
JANUARY 1989 TO DECEMBER 1991

February 1989. Just days after Bush takes office, Soviet
troops withdraw from Afghanistan (which they had invaded at
the end of 1979), having failed to crush persistent Afghan re-
sistance backed by a semiovert coalition of the United States,
Great Britain, Pakistan, China, Saudi Arabia, and others.

September 1989. Solidarity forms the first noncommunist
government within the Soviet bloc. After being suppressed
by the imposition of martial law in Poland in 1981, the Soli-
darity movement resurfaces like a phoenix in the late 1980s
and in the summer of 1989 (less than half a year after
Bush’s inaugural) it forces the first free elections ever held
in a communist-governed country. That unprecedented
event precipitates a stampede throughout Eastern Europe,
with Hungary emulating Poland in October, Czechoslovakia
in November, and Bulgaria and Romania (the latter vio-
lently) in December.

June 4, 1989. The Tiananmen Square protest. In China,
Deng Xiaoping's decade-long and increasingly dynamic pro-
gram of socioeconomic reform unleashes a burst of produc-
tivity, innovation, and accelerated growth—as well as rising
political ferment. Social unrest, especially among the
younger intellectuals and university students, gives rise to a
sudden outburst culminating in several days of demonstra-
tions calling for democratization. The regime’s bloody tank-
led reaction in Tiananmen Square suppresses the most
serious challenge to its rule since 1949.




50 SECOND CHANCE

November 9, 1989. The Berlin Wall comes down. The
collapse of Soviet control over Poland, Hungary, and
Czechoslovakia isolates the East German regime and
prompts the dramatic dismantling of the Berlin Wall. In
under a year Bush will override the concerns of principal
West European allies and obtain reluctant Soviet acquies-
cence to the reunification of Germany in October 1990.

June 1989. Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, the spiritual and
political leader as well as the father of the fundamentalist
regime in Iran, dies ten months after the end of an almost
decade long and futile war between Iran and Iraq. Started
by Iraq in September 1980, it became a prolonged and ex-
traordinarily bloody war of attrition in which neither side
could prevail. The conflict ground to an inconclusive end
in August 1988, having caused close to a million fatalities.

August 1990. Saddam Hussein, presumably in an attempt
to compensate for the costs of his Iranian misadventure,
seizes Kuwait. In mid-January 1991, the United States be-
gins an air campaign against Saddam’s forces, followed in
February by a ground offensive that crushes the Iragi army
and frees Kuwait.

1990. The crisis of the Soviet system gives the United States
a free hand to cope with the Castroite and anti-American
populist insurgency in Central America. The adventurist
ruler of Panama, Manuel Noriega, has already discovered he
has no allies. After the U.S. parachute assault on Panama
City in December 1989, Noriega ended up in chains in an
American prison. In 1990, both the left-wing insurgency in
San Salvador and the Nicaraguan civil conflict come to an
end, while the cutoff of Soviet economic aid to Cuba con-
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fronts the Castro regime with a severe economic crisis. In
the fall of 1992, a month before the U.S. presidential elec-
tions, the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA)
is signed by the presidents of the United States and Mexico
and the prime minister of Canada.

June 1991. In the Balkans, Croatia and Slovenia declare
independence from Yugoslavia. A multiethnic state cob-
bled together in the wake of World War I, Yugoslavia has
been suffering an internal crisis since the death of Mar-
shal Tito in 1980. It now begins to emulate the fate of the
Soviet Union. When Croatia and Slovenia, both increas-
ingly resentful of Serbian domination, declare their inde-
pendence, they set off a violent chain reaction that
eventually destroys Yugoslavia altogether and several years
later precipitates NATO action against Serbia.

1990-1991. Even before the final agony of the Soviet
Union in December 1991, Lithuania, which was seized
through Stalin’s collusion with Hitler back in 1940, begins
defiantly reclaiming its sovereignty. In early 1991 it is
joined by Estonia and Latvia. Similar outbreaks of nation-
alist fervor take place in Soviet Azerbaijan and Georgia,
each held by Russia for almost two centuries.

August 1991. An abortive coup by Soviet hard-liners
against Gorbachev politically strengthens Yeltsin, who for-
mally announces the disbanding of the Communist Party of
the Soviet Union (CPSU). Three months later the Soviet
Union itself is dissolved and Gorbachev is unemployed.

December 1, 1991. In a national referendum, the 50 mil-
lion people of Soviet Ukraine vote for independence. During
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the second half of the 1980s, after three hundred years of
Russian rule, Ukrainian agitation in favor of independence
steadily intensified. In November 1990 Boris Yeltsin, the
newly installed leader of Russia (but within the still existing
USSR headed by Gorbachev), denounced Russia’s imperial
legacy in a historic speech delivered in Kiev. The referen-
dum makes explicit the Ukrainian people’s desire for com-
plete independence.

Most of the events listed in the chronology were pregnant
with complex international consequences, merited front-page
headlines, called for careful assessments, and required diffi-
cult policy decisions. One or maybe two major international
crises a year is not unusual for modern-day presidents, but for
so many of them to occur almost concurrently was extraordi-
nary. An entire era had suddenly come to an end. The collapse
of the premier communist power and the cascade of revolu-
tionary events that accompanied it swamped the policy-
making process. In that context, the notion of a new world or-
der provided at least some guidance and a convenient, even
expedient framework. It was reassuring, hopeful, yet vague,
and it provided room for a variety of policy responses.

Victorious Diplomacy

The most urgent task was handling the progressive fragmenta-
tion of the communist world in a manner that disabled it as a
global challenge yet avoided a massive international upheaval.
In their joint memoir, A World Transformed, Bush and Scow-
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croft candidly recall that they did not want a repetition in East-
ern Europe of the turmoil of 1953, 1956, and 1968, in which
initial liberalization produced a retrogressive Soviet reaction.
The goal was transformation, not just accommodation.

A related concern of the Bush team was how to prevent
Gorbachev from exploiting his unprecedented call for new
forms of global cooperation to sow division within the Atlantic
community. They worried that Gorbachev might even seduce
France under Frang¢ois Mitterrand and Great Britain under
Margaret Thatcher, both fearing a reunited Germany, into a
deal that would buttress the cracking Soviet structure. The
Bush team was aware that the European and American press
was highly critical of the apparent lack of U.S. initiative in the
face of Gorbachev’s appealing overtures and the intensifying
Soviet crisis.

Turmoil in the communist world was not confined to the
Soviet realm. China too seemed on the brink of an explosion.
While the Soviet-imposed regime was collapsing in Poland
during the summer of 1989, social unrest also surfaced in
China. With the boundaries between political control and so-
cioeconomic liberalization blurring, an unprecedented out-
burst of massive student demands for democracy made it look
for a moment as if the Chinese communist regime might im-
plode as well.

The events of late May and early June 1989 that culmi-
nated in the student massacre on Beijing’s Tiananmen Square
provide an important clue to the strategy eventually pursued
by the Bush administration toward the general crisis of com-
munism. Setting up a statue named “the Goddess of Democ-
racy,” startlingly resembling the Statue of Liberty, in the very
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heart of the capital of the world’s most populous communist
state was an event pregnant with symbolic significance. Was
the growing malaise of the Soviet system also erupting as a
democratic revolution against the entrenched communist
regime in China? Should the United States identify itself with
that cause, placing at risk the strategically beneficial Sino-
American cooperation initiated by the Nixon administration
and much-deepened under Carter? What if the upheaval pro-
duced civil war in China?

Before these questions could be answered, the student re-
bellion was mercilessly crushed by tanks and lethal fire on
June 4, the very day the communists lost power in Poland.
The Chinese crackdown was brutal, decisive, and effective.
(A year or so earlier, | had a one-on-one dinner in Beijing with
Hu Yaobang, then the general secretary of the Chinese Com-
munist party, and was amazed at the liberal reforms he pro-
fessed to favor in an admittedly private meeting. His views
indicated that at least a segment of the top leadership favored
far-reaching changes in the political system. Not long after
our meeting, Hu was removed from power, and he died
shortly before the outbreak of the student unrest. But the top
Chinese leadership was clearly divided even during the
Tiananmen crisis.)

The seeming finality of the suppression made Bush’s
choice easier, and the U.S. response reflected the traditional
mind-set of his administration. It involved caution, secret
diplomacy, reassurance and continuity, while avoiding any
ringing self-identification with the cause of the demonstra-
tors. To be fair, the Chinese unrest, coinciding with the
growing uncertainties in the Soviet bloc, posed a dilemma for
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Bush. He did not want to jeopardize the strategic relation-
ship that had developed between the United States and
China after President Carter’s breakthrough in the normal-
ization of relations in late 1979, but he knew that the sympa-
thies of the American people and of Congress were with the
students.

Accordingly, he chose to react with a relatively mild public
rebuke, followed by a secret mission to Beijing by Scowcroft
to reassure the Chinese that the U.S. reaction would be per-
functory. Undertaken less than a month after the tragic events
in Tiananmen Square, the mission, quite remarkably, re-
mained a secret. It may not have been quite as dramatic as
portrayed in the joint Bush—Scowcroft memoir, which
claimed that the Chinese almost shot down the national secu-
rity adviser’s plane by mistake. (Qian Qichen, the Chinese
foreign minister at the time, pointedly contests this assertion
in his memoir, Ten Episodes in China’s Diplomacy.) The secret
visit did achieve its basic purpose: it conveyed to the Chinese
that American support for the democratic upheaval in Poland
did not apply to China.

That mission was followed a few months later, in early De-
cember, by a repeat trip by Scowcroft to Beijing, this time un-
dertaken openly and involving a very public exchange of
goodwill toasts, which the American media (still unaware of
the earlier visit) roundly denounced as obsequious. Again,
Bush'’s purpose was to put a brake on any downward spiral in
relations, especially in view of American public outrage at the
continued repression of the Tiananmen activists. American
hopes for leniency were disappointed, but the administration
rationalized the Chinese intransigence as reflecting concern
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over the almost simultaneous overthrow and execution of Ro-
mania’s communist dictator, Nicolae Ceausescu.

According to Qian Qichen, shortly after Ceausescu’s death
the supreme Chinese leader, Deng Xiaoping, asked the visit-
ing Egyptian president, Hosni Mubarak, to convey a message
to Bush: “Do not get too excited over what happened in East-
ern Europe, and do not treat China in the same manner.” In
retrospect, the two missions by Bush’s closest aide must have
appeared to the Chinese leaders as welcome and appreciated
acts of deference but without much substance. To the Chi-
nese liberalizers, even within the Communist party, they must
have signaled U.S. indifference to their cause.

But China was not Eastern Europe, where events had a
force and a dynamic all their own. They compelled far-reaching
changes that neither Bush nor Gorbachev could control. After
the stunning success of Poland’s Solidarity in mid-1989, the
division of Germany had become increasingly untenable. The
progressive collapse of the communist regimes led to the fall of
the Berlin Wall and placed German unification firmly on the
agenda. For Gorbachey, the strategic task was to contain the
fragmentation of the Soviet bloc lest it contaminate the still
functioning Soviet system itself. He would ultimately fail to
prevent this contamination, but until then Germany’s future
was a central concern. It was the main topic at the historic
December 1989 encounter between Bush and Gorbachey,
conducted on two warships near Malta. Held within just
weeks of the dramatic dismantling of the Berlin Wall, the
meeting began a thinly camouflaged capitulation by the Soviet
leader regarding the centrally contentious stake of the Cold
War in Europe: the future of Germany.
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It was also Bush’s finest hour. Not only was Soviet acquies-
cence to the political upheavals in Eastern Europe in effect
formalized, but a process of consultations was set in motion
that within a year led to the reunification of Germany, almost
entirely on Western terms. At a May 31 meeting in the White
House, Gorbachev explicitly accepted both Germany’s unifi-
cation and its continued membership in NATO. In return, he
was embraced with a series of well-meaning proposals em-
phasizing a constructive role for the Soviet Union in shaping a
cooperative global system to replace the Cold War divisions.
Financial assistance to the Soviet economy was also held out.
Implicit in all this was the notion that the new world order
would be based on collaboration among the major powers.
The Soviet Union was to be stripped of its external empire but
still treated as a preeminent global player.

It is impossible to overestimate the importance of the
peaceful reunification of Germany in October 1990 that fol-
lowed this meeting. The fall of the Berlin Wall a year earlier
made reunification seem inevitable, but only if there was no
regressive Soviet reaction to the wall’'s removal. The Soviet
army was still in East Germany, and while the East German
regime was demoralized and confused by Gorbachev’s appar-
ent acquiescence, a change of mind in the Kremlin (or sim-
ply a change in the Kremlin) could have unleashed Soviet
forces. But the collapse of the Soviet-imposed and Soviet-
dominated regimes in Eastern Europe a few months earlier
made it much more difficult for the Kremlin to contemplate
a potentially bloody repression of German civilians, even if
limited to Berlin. East Germany had become an isolated
Soviet outpost.
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It was the courage of the Solidarity movement in Poland—
and its contagious impact on the rest of Eastern Europe—
that produced the strategic isolation of the East German
regime. The Poles thus not only liberated themselves; by con-
fronting Gorbachev with an impossible dilemma, they precip-
itated the reunification of Germany. For the Soviet leader, the
better part of valor was to negotiate an arrangement that
would help stabilize the situation while making the Soviet
Union a coequal partner with the United States in shaping a
“new world order.” That at least was Gorbachev’s strongly felt
personal inclination, which Bush skillfully exploited in Malta
and later in Washington.

Bush’s performance deserves the highest praise. He ca-
joled, reassured, flattered, and subtly threatened his Soviet
counterpart. He had to seduce Gorbachev with visions of a
global partnership while encouraging his acquiescence to the
collapse of the Soviet empire in Europe. At the same time,
Bush had to reassure his British and French allies that a re-
united Germany would not threaten their interests, even
while pressing the West German chancellor to recognize the
Oder-Neisse line (until then protected only by the Soviet
Union) as the western frontier of newly liberated Poland.

The reunification of Germany in late 1990 involved a mon-
umentally important shift in Europe’s center of political grav-
ity and thus also in the global geopolitical balance. Bush not
only persuaded Gorbachev to accede to unification but (with
West German Chancellor Helmut Kohl adding economic
sweeteners as an inducement) convinced him that a reunified
Germany of some 80 million people must be permitted to ex-
ercise freedom of choice in security and political matters.
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That meant membership in both NATO and the European
Community (soon to become the European Union). With
Russia soon out of Germany and communism dismantled in
Eastern Europe (soon redefined as Central Europe), most of
the Soviet gains of World War II were lost.

Moreover, the reunited and newly self-confident Germany
provided additional impetus for a new burst of European inte-
gration and, before long, also for NATO expansion. There
could be little doubt that “Europe,” now including a resurgent
Germany with a strong American military presence, would
soon move into the former Eastern Europe. The looming
question was whether the process of accommodation to that
new reality, which had been remarkably peaceful, would re-
main so given the rising turbulence within the Soviet Union.
Compounding this uncertainty were the rising internal ten-
sions in post—Tito Yugoslavia, like the Soviet Union a multina-
tional state dominated by one ethnic entity.

It was in this context that “the new world order” became,
for Bush, a quest for traditional stability. Forestalling the dis-
mantling of either the Soviet Union or Yugoslavia became a
priority that the Bush administration was loath to acknowl-
edge publicly. Bush later disowned his efforts to preserve the
Soviet Union in his own account of his presidency.

Having underestimated the potential for violence in Yu-
goslavia and overestimated the viability of the federal arrange-
ments sustained only by the now deceased Marshal Tito, the
Bush administration was caught unawares by the escalating
Yugoslav crisis. Yugoslavia's failure to redefine the central gov-
ernment’s powers caused a head-on collision between the
dominant Serbian republic and two key components of the



60 SECOND CHANCE

federation, Croatia and Slovenia. Their declarations of inde-
pendence in June 1991 precipitated a prompt Serbian inva-
sion, leading to a long and bloody war.

These developments intensified the Bush administration’s
fear that Gorbachev would lose control over the process of
dismantling the Soviet bloc and that his perestroika might
erupt into violence within the Soviet Union itself. Perhaps
most important, Bush underestimated the genuine depth of
non-Russian nationalisms within the faltering state and was
seduced by the notion that the Soviet Union was synonymous
with Russia.

(The idea that the Soviet Union had succeeded in shaping
a Soviet national identity was particularly ingrained in the
State Department bureaucracy. As a presidential assistant in
the late 1970s, having long been convinced that the multina-
tional character of the Russian empire was its Achilles” heel, I
proposed a modest covert program designed to support the
quest for independence by the non-Russian nations of the So-
viet Union. In response, the State Department’s leading ex-
pert on Soviet affairs persuaded the secretary of state that
there was now in fact “a Soviet nation,” a multiethnic mix
much like America’s, and that such an effort would be coun-
terproductive. The program did go forward.)

The administration’s misconceptions on this score were re-
flected in President Bush’s infamous “Chicken Kiev” speech
(given that merciless name by New York Times columnist
William Safire), delivered in August 1991 in Ukraine’s capi-
tal, with thousands of Ukrainians hoping to hear the presi-
dent of the world’s leading democracy endorse their
aspirations to independence. To their bafflement, they heard
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instead that “freedom is not the same as independence.
Americans will not support those who seek independence in
order to replace a far-off tyranny with local despotism. They
will not aid those who promote a suicidal nationalism based
upon ethnic hatred.”

This clumsily worded speech was widely interpreted as an
attempt to preserve the Soviet Union by discouraging the
Ukrainians from seeking independence. In self-defense, Bush
and his national security adviser argued in their joint memoir
that these remarks were not aimed at the Ukrainians at all but
at Yugoslavia, as well as those parts of the Soviet Union where
nationalist unrest was turning violent. They also asserted that
the dominant point of view within the presidential team actu-
ally favored “the peaceful break-up of the Soviet Union.”

But the record (notably the joint memoir) also reveals con-
siderable concern in the Bush White House regarding the
consequences of an eventual collapse of “a strong center” in
Moscow, and thus a predisposition to help preserve it. James
Baker, Bush’s secretary of state, even urged that the United
States “do what we can to strengthen the center.” The lone
dissenter flatly favoring the breakup of the Soviet Union was
Secretary of Defense Cheney.

Despite these after-the-fact clarifications, in his speech to
the Ukrainians Bush pointedly praised the ongoing reform in
the Soviet Union, even trying to convince his skeptical listeners
that it “holds forth the promise that Republics will combine
greater autonomy with greater voluntary interaction—political,
social, cultural, economic—rather than pursuing the hopeless
cause of isolation.” After endorsing the merits of “greater auton-
omy” (but not independence), Bush assured the perplexed
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Ukrainians that America was looking forward “to doing busi-
ness in the Soviet Union, including the Ukraine.” In his conclu-
sion, the president, referring to the audience as “Soviet citizens
try[ing] to forge a new social compact,” pledged that “we will
join these reformers on the path to what we call—appropriately
call—a new world order.”

The speech provided unintentional insight into the strategy
as well as the gut instinct guiding Bush’s conduct. His status
quo orientation, which by then lagged significantly behind
events, led him to disregard the feelings of an audience that
yearned for and expected sympathy but instead got a cold
shoulder. The address, later disclaimers notwithstanding, in
fact made a strong and explicit argument for the preservation
of the Soviet Union and thus stood in opposition to Ukrainian
aspirations for independence.

Fortunately it was not the last word and the administration
did not remain wedded to it. Events beyond Bush’s and Gor-
bachev’s control soon made the speech irrelevant. Just days
later, a failed coup against Gorbachev by Soviet hard-liners
precipitated a stampede toward independence to which the
United States could no longer remain indifferent. Ukraine pro-
claimed its independence and the administration had no
choice but to acquiesce. The Soviet Union’s death rattle came
with the assertive and symbolically meaningful secession of
the Baltic republics. With evident reluctance, Gorbachev fi-
nally accepted that reality in early September, and the United
States, having previously warned Moscow that it could wait no
longer, immediately extended recognition to the Baltic states.

In brief, political events raced far ahead of policy decisions.
This disparity contributed to the uncertainty over where
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events were pointing, and policy makers increasingly found
themselves playing catch-up. By the end of 1991, Gorbachev
and the Soviet Union were history. Boris Yeltsin and a trun-
cated Russia (with about 70 percent of the former USSR’s
territory and about 55 percent of its population) now had to
be helped to recover from an upheaval that, with remarkably
little violence, had all at once destroyed an ideology, an impe-
rial system, an ambitious nuclear-armed global power, and a
once vital totalitarian structure.

Not surprisingly, the Bush administration’s top priorities
were now to make certain the Soviet nuclear arsenal did not
fall into unreliable hands in the successor states where they
had been deployed, and to prevent “loose nukes for sale” from
vanishing abroad. Thus a major focus of U.S. diplomacy dur-
ing Bush'’s last year in office was the occasionally difficult ne-
gotiations with newly independent Ukraine, Belarus, and
Kazakhstan over redeployment of these weapons to Russia it-
self. That issue demanded much time and effort, and the
Bush team handled it with energy and skill, capitalizing on
the enormously high prestige the United States enjoyed in the
wake of the Soviet Union’s demise.

Unfortunately the pace of events and the complexity of the
tasks to be addressed in the dramatically changing U.S.—
Soviet relationship over the preceding three years (not to
mention the challenge posed in late 1990 by Saddam’s seizure
of Kuwait and the unprecedented U.S. military response early
in 1991) left the Bush administration intellectually exhausted
and creatively drained. Bush and his team successfully man-
aged the dismantling of the Evil Empire, but they had had lit-
tle time to plan the aftermath of a victory they (and others as
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well) had not fully anticipated. With little time left before the
next presidential elections, the temptation to rest on one’s
laurels and rely on a vague slogan was too strong to resist.

The policy toward the new Russia was therefore rich in
rhetoric, generous in gestures, and strategically vacuous. Boris
Yeltsin was hailed as a great democratic leader, partly to com-
pensate for the cold shoulder Bush gave him during his rise to
power so as not to offend Gorbachev. But not much thought
was given to developing a comprehensive program for political
and socioeconomic transformation that would firmly link Rus-
sia to Europe. Monetary aid did flow to Russia, but in a mind-
less way, without a guiding conception and unconnected to a
disciplined program of economic and financial reform (of the
sort that, for example, Finance Minister Leszek Balcerowicz
was able to impose in Poland). The financial assistance to the
Yeltsin government was not trivial. By early 1992 over $3 bil-
lion had been sent for food and medical grants, over $8 billion
for balance-of-payments support, and close to $49 billion for
export and other credits and guarantees. Much of this was
simply stolen.

While Yeltsin was being hailed and Russia’s chaotic govern-
ment embraced by America and Europe as a fellow democ-
racy, Russian society was plunging into unprecedented
poverty. By 1992 economic conditions were comparable to
those of the Great Depression. Making matters worse was the
presence of a swarm of Western, largely American, economic
“consultants” who too often conspired with Russian “reform-
ers” in rapid self-enrichment while “privatizing” Russian in-
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