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The West’s triumph in the Cold War was celebrated as a vindication of constitutional democracy.  It was a victory of values more than of power.  It was celebrated as such.  History seemingly had confirmed the naturalness as well as the superiority of liberalism.  Liberalism’s great rival, communism, had been permanently discredited after its wholesale abandonment by elites and populace alike.  In its place, fledgling democracies and market economies were taking shape in studied emulation of Western European and American models.  The Kantian community of like-minded polities that had been fostered over the forty-five years of the post-war era now was spreading across the European continent, with reverberations around the globe.  Furthermore, many foresaw that a post-modern mode of politics of conciliation and cooperation would characterize relations among states as much as it did domestic affairs.
  

Liberal democracy’s ascendancy is all the more remarkable when viewed as part of the twentieth century’s historical tapestry.  In the dark decades of the 30s and 40s, that seemed the most improbable outcome of the three-way ideological contest among communism, fascism and liberalism.  Devotees of liberalism lacked the passionate appeal of its rivals; and, it is said, the passionless do not make history.  Nor did they have ready-made answers to the economic plight of the times.  Moreover, their self-assurance had been eroded by a decade of political loss abroad and economic failure at home.
  Yet they endured and prevailed, with little compromise of their principles.
Western leaders complimented each other on the steadfast unity that they rightly saw as a condition for their success.  That unity represented more than an expedient response to a manifest security threat.   A comity of outlook and interest expressed a distinctive set of political principles and a dedication to a way of dealing with one another that relegated power politics to the historical archives.  It was widely and reasonably expected that those commonalities would generate the collective will to extend their institutionalized collaboration to fashion a post-Cold War world in their image.  That has proven only partially the case.  The Atlantic partners worked together to consolidate the liberal revolution in Central and Eastern Europe.  NATO expansion and European Union expansion have moved along parallel tracks if on different timetables.  Joint efforts have been made to keep Russia on a more rather than less democratic course.  The project of building a Europe whole, free and at peace was rudely disrupted by the wars of the ex-Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1995.  Western unity frayed badly in the Balkans as rancor and division replaced concord.  Unity was reaffirmed in Kosovo, however, where a call to the western conscience led to successful intervention.

Kosovo was noteworthy for the unity of analysis and action in what was in its essence a humanitarian cause, albeit one with possible wider implications of both a moral and practical kind.    At its conclusion, the western powers seemed poised to assert themselves in concert on a broader array of international issues.  The numerous thresholds crossed in Operation Allied Force, multinational and national, seemingly prepared them to pull into focus differing perspectives in ways that would enable them together to take custody of problems elsewhere.
  The Middle East clearly topped the list.  Its turbulence, its propinquity and its combination of major Western interests made that test compelling, daunting, and divisive

Two issues are of cardinal importance in determining the region’s future, and in revealing the limits of Western collaboration: Palestine and Iraq. The intractable Israeli-Palestinian dispute long has been a prime source of the region’s chronic instability.  A distinguishing feature of the conflict is its strong resonance among publics, a fact of political life that complicates the task of outside intermediaries.  The effect has been to create a triple asymmetry: one, between a pervasive American sentiment strongly partial to the Jewish state and European publics relatively more sympathetic to the Palestinians’ grievance; two, domination of the field of action by a United States unwilling to accord its transatlantic partners more than an auxiliary role incommensurate with their interests; and, three, between the criticality of Washington as underwriter of any durable accord and its support for the hard-line policies of Ariel Sharon.  Iraq is the other neuralgic issue.  It has gone from being the exemplar of allied cooperation in defending international law and decency (along with interest in the Gulf’s stability) to being the cause of contention as to what policies (methods) are reasonable, moral and efficacious in promoting shared ideals.  The contrast between Iraq I and Iraq II is explainable in part by the singular security considerations that came to the fore after the terrorist attack of September 11, 2001.  Their differential impact on America and Europe has been increasingly evident with time.  For the United States, they were an historic trauma.  For most Europeans, they were a shock whose effects have gradually faded.  The former’s outlook on the world has been changed profoundly; the latter’s has been modified.  Historical experience, self-identity and understandings of how the world works together produce these differences.

The shift in American strategic perspective enunciated in the radical vision of the Bush administration has brought to the surface underlying divergences over the value (normative) bases of foreign policy, as well as differences of praxis.  Threats emerging from the Middle East, punctuated so dramatically on 9/11, gave point and conviction to pre-existing ideas regarding the ready use of American power to eliminate the sources of threat and to consolidate American global hegemony.
 They, at the same time, reinforced the self-righteous streak in American foreign policy – both by casting national motives in virtuous terms and by reawakening the instinct to lead a crusade for democracy. Thus the remarriage of traditional idealism with unflinching realism as seen during the Cold War, albeit in a novel way.  American millenialism, neo-Wilsonian utopianism and a hard-edged power politics acquired in the decades of struggle against Soviet communism are  alloyed in a strategy of scope and audacity.
  It gives rise to the twin issues of the validity of the doctrine that justifies use of coercive force and the credibility of the optimistic belief in the accompanying campaign to sow democracy throughout the region.  They now are at the heart of Euro-American tensions. 

It is generally understood that there were several reasons for the Bush administration’s launching Operation Iraqi Freedom.  Worries about Saddam Hussein’s supposed nuclear program was only one.  Behind that vividly portrayed public justification lay a set of problem assessments that pointed implicitly to strategy for resolving what were interpreted as an interlocking set of problems.  While thinking at the White House was segmental, and judgments were made incrementally, there was a design taking shape among several senior officials.  It drew on the ideas of the neo-conservative network.  In their minds, it was clear that a comprehensive strategy was needed. A multifaceted, integrated approach alone could work.  As to terrorism, the immediate aim was to prevent the lethal combination of Islamic terrorism, tyrannical regimes, and WMD from forming.  American policy-makers had no evidence that such an extreme danger was taking concrete form.  The hypothetical possibility of its occurring, though, did weigh on their minds.  Lacking an appreciation of the intense mutual animosity between Saddam and the al-Qaeda leadership, it was easier to visualize that dire prospect.  Whatever the gaps in evidence or logic, the President and his advisors shared an existential fear of the nightmare scenario coming to pass.  The policy conclusion was that steps must be taken to remove the Iraqi leader from power.  It was the endpoint of a line of reasoning that began with the beliefs that anything short of his removal would leave some doubt as to whether all nuclear weapons capability had been eliminated, and that living with uncertainty as to what WMD capability Saddam might acquire in the future, and how he might dispose of it, was intolerable.

Extremely low risk tolerance had become, and remains, a feature of American security thinking.  The vulnerability exposed by the attacks of 9/11 has had a lasting effect on the national psyche because of its suddenness, lack of precedent and horrific imagery.  Unpredictable future actions by an unseen and little understood enemy fostered a free-floating security anxiety.  At the highest policy-making circles, this feeling skewed standard benefit/cost/probability analyses.  The calculation was not one of marginal gains or losses, their likelihood, and the balance of the two.  Rather, it concentrated on the exceptionally heavily weighted goal of eliminating completely the greatest threat visualized.  Getting rid of Saddam was a critical to achieving that objective.  An ancillary consideration was that his replacement by another autocratic leader, Ba’athist or military, did not satisfy the American interest in a risk-free Iraq.

It followed inexorably that regime change was essential.  In the abstract, various types of regimes were imaginable.  In the thinking of American leaders, only the building of a constitutional democracy made sense.  This was true for three reasons.  First, a democracy where the exercise of power is based on the consent of the governed is the sole political arrangement that provides assurance against reckless state actions.  This judgment is predicated on the doctrinal belief that the citizenry at large has no appetite for war; and it harbors no grandiose dreams of national or religious glory through demonstrated prowess on the battlefield.  Indeed, the citizenry at large sees war as squandering scarce economic resources and putting in jeopardy their safety.  This essentialist Kantian postulate thrives in official Washington, not only within neo-conservative circles.  The downfall of a rogue state meant an end to an incubator, refuge or collaborator of terrorists of all stripes.  

Second, the substitution of democracy for autocracy was viewed as the most promising means of addressing, and drying up, the sources of violent jihadist groups.   According to the prevailing diagnosis, fundamentalism flourishes where hope for a fee and prosperous life has been abandoned, where repression is a daily hardship, where blatant corruption mocks moral principles.  The vainglorious, economically stagnant, ethically compromised regimes that hold power in most of the broader Middle East are the problem.  Its manifestation is the jihadist mindset: violently, irrationally anti-Western; in search of redemption in a world beyond, and devoutly intolerant.   Another is a widespread sympathetic tolerance for those who act in conformity with that mindset.  The antidote is reform – political (implanting of democracy), economic (engaging the globalized world), and cultural (encouraging more open societies).  Prescription follows diagnosis.  The West, with the United States in the lead, has a role to play in that reform process.  It can encourage elites, cajole current officeholders, and propagate a vision of a better future to the Muslim street.  Such initiative, it is argued, will not be taken as alien or intrusive since it coincides with the interests, proclivities and aspirations of the large majority.  Crucial to the success of this sort of enterprise is the living model of a liberalized Arab country; one that functions as a working democracy, that allocates economic resources to the welfare of its populace and that nurtures a vibrant yet positive mode of Islam.  

Iraq has been the nominated for this role.  Intervention justified by the grave danger of a rogue state possessed of WMD provides the occasion; regime change provides the opportunity; and acute awareness of the larger regional stakes provides the argument for a collective effort to make the project a success.  Thereby, the prospect of Iraq serving as a beacon of light for the forces of constructive reform elsewhere became the third reason for embarking on the course of Iraq’s transformation.  By dint of circumstances, Iraq has become the centerpiece of a far-reaching plan to reconfigure the political landscape of the Middle East.  The expected ramifying effects of that transformation will be to cut the ground from under jihadist movements; constrain, isolate, pressure and eventually eliminate rogue regimes (i.e. Iran and Syria); and – not least – prepare the ground for a definitive resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian issue.  In the Bush administration’s strategic appraisal, the security of Israel has bulked large from the outset.  By a serendipitous route, the method for achieving it has become intimately linked with the war on terror.  The middle terms in the equation are the consolidation of democracy in Iraq and that accomplishment’s salutary effects on political life across the region.

Two premises lie at the core of this linkage.  Primary is the conviction that Israeli leaders, of any political coloration, cannot accept an autonomous, semi-sovereign Palestine with powers and territory that make it viable.  Yet, a two-state arrangement is the only conceivable basis for an enduring peace.  The supporting premise is that there is a sole circumstance in which Israelis will not feel their security threatened by an independent Palestinian entity.  That is a Palestine that is democratic and free of revanchism fired by Islamic passion.  A Palestine of that nature, it is affirmed, cannot evolve unless democracy becomes the norm among its Arab kin.  For then the pressures for moderation will supplant incitement to confrontation, and the fruits of a settled, democratic society would be tantalizing and irrefutable.  Left unclear is exactly what terms of settlement would produce an outcome satisfactory enough to Palestinians as to ensure that rebellious acts dwindle as the lures of peace and prosperity work their charms.  In this scenario, however, that becomes a secondary question. For events in the Holy Land will have lost most of their potential to spark vehement anti-Western passions or to radicalize Arab politics.  Most important, terrorist groups in the region as a whole will have been disarmed morally and politically.

Hence, the Bush administration’s comprehensive strategy for dealing with the chronic problems and threats emanating from the Middle East inflates the importance of Iraq.  It is the central element in an audacious plan that stakes all on success of the democracy building project in Mesopotamia.  Whatever intrinsic value the political shape of Iraq has is dwarfed by the far greater weight attached to it by the American strategy.  In effect, Washington has placed all its chips on success in Iraq in the expectation of being able to work its will there.  By conflating the region’s several problems, analytically and in policy, Bush et al have made a bet of historic proportions.     

Only the United States could contemplate such a high risk policy.  Only the United States has the will and the means to execute it.  Only the United States could judge the chances of success to be high enough to gamble on the pieces falling into place as visualized.  Herein lies key differences with its Western European allies (Tony Blair, if not the British political establishment generally, excepted).  The disproportion of physical capabilities is most obvious.  But it refers only to the availability of necessary resources.  More important are the differences in perspective, in judgment and in values.  They lead to a questioning of analytical premises, a more cautious risk calculus, and skepticism as to the susceptibility of Middle Eastern politics to outside manipulation.

American optimism is a national trait.  It has no match in Europe.  Rooted in the nation’s experience of mastery – of nature, of political relations, of its external environment, the sense that ingenuity and practical sense can make a success of human ventures is deeply ingrained.  It has been confirmed in most American minds by a remarkable string of successes beginning with the disintegration of the Soviet Union.  The replacement of Communist tyranny by something that more closely approximates free market democracy carried the dual lesson that even the most implacable autocracies eventually will give way to more enlightened forms of public life, and that there is no such thing as cultural determinism.  In this process, it was the idea of liberty that is seen as the corrosive solvent eating away at the dogmatic and political controls that held the Soviet peoples in bondage.  Once liberated, it was deemed only natural that their thinking and behavior would gravitate toward that of the West.  Americans were even more confident as to how Europe as a whole would evolve with the end of the East-West divide.  Few shared the Western European apprehensions that the countries of East-central Europe with little direct knowledge of either liberal democracy or market economies would either relapse into authoritarianism or prove incapable of coping with a new system.  Faith in human political nature rather than fear of a repetition of past errors guided American thinking.  American optimism was equally evident in its confident prognosis that the harmony among West Europeans, institutionalized in the European Union, would be unshaken by the disappearance of the threat that galvanized their will to cooperate.  This was in contrast to the widespread anxieties in European capitals as to the community’s possible unraveling.  Americans felt they had been right to be optimistic, that their convictions had been validated.  Indirectly, so too had their belief that there was a progressive logic at work in the world, a liberal teleology – of which the United States was the cynosure and, sometimes, the agent.   American exceptionalism as expressed in a mission sanctioned by some greater power – be it Providence, Destiny or History – supposedly gave Americans superior insight into what fell within the realm of the possible.

The philosophical and historical elements of American optimism are accompanied by an instrumental optimism.  There is an American propensity to see life as a continuing string of challenges to ingenuity and applied reason whose solution amounts to another step on the way to a better life – be it individual or collective, material or moral.  The ‘can-do’ ethic is quintessentially of the United States, as is the term itself.  The dedication to reconstruction of post-Saddam Iraq on a foundation of democratic politics and market economics is in line with this mentality.  To take on the formidable task of remaking a  society with which there are no historical ties or cultural and religious affinities  requires a self-confidence and a belief in social engineering that no European country could muster – or even would dream of.  The rejoinder made by architects and supporters of  the Iraqi enterprise to their doubting critics was to refer them to the great postwar successes in Germany and Japan.  Differences of background and circumstance were elided in keeping with an American disposition to downplay the significance of national peculiarities.  

The facts that Germany and Japan were conquered countries whereas Iraqis were supposedly a liberated people, that as a consequence the United States was in a position to dictate to one while only facilitating the other, that the former had known some form of constitutional democracy while the latter never had, that they had the experience of managing their political affairs while Iraq had had no responsibility for theirs during the 
four hundred years of Ottoman and then British rulership, none of that figured in the calculations of American policymakers.  The unstated assumption that the world is born anew at the time the United States engages itself has been evident in the Iraq project.  This attitude has its precedents.  When Washington took upon itself the challenge of building a non-Communist South Vietnam while suppressing the Vietcong, it ignored nearly all advice offered by their French predecessors.  French defenders and opponents of the American intervention alike were perplexed by the failure to benefit from the knowledge and understanding acquired in running a colony and fighting the Viet Minh  Then again, France was seen as a loser; America was a winner.  

Another feature of the United States’ confidence in the transformative power of its might, intrinsic virtue and prowess at political engineering was the short timeframe the Bush administration set for accomplishing its purposes.  It foresaw a progressive drawdown of troops within six months of the end of hostilities.  It envisaged the reforming of Iraqi governmental structures under direct American supervision within a couple of years.  It expected revenues from a sharp rise in oil exports to pay for the occupation and the reconstruction in the same period of time.  It planned to start almost instantly with privatizing the largely state run industrial and natural resource sectors of the economy so as create an economic system on the American model which could reap the benefits of participation in the globalized world economy.  It faithfully believed that these speedy changes in the basics of Iraqi public institutions could unfold with the satisfaction and cooperation of a populace grateful for American tutelage. This unrealistic attitude set was most pronounced among neo-conservatives, although widely held throughout the administration – including the White House.  Yes, there were those who believed that the pace of the change foreseen was too rapid, the schedule too ambitious, the social resistance greater.  Their more measured approach informed the extensive plans for post-war Iraq prepared by an interagency taskforce coordinated by the State Department, and influenced by the cautious judgment of professional CIA analysts.  Those plans were scorned by the Pentagon and ignored in organizing the occupation.  These disagreements not withstanding, the point to stress is that the approach that was taken was in synch with deep-seated American predilections.  The constraints of time can be overcome just as the constraints of cultural mores and social norms are.   

Most Europeans find unpersuasive this belief in the pliability of societies and, therefore, the swiftness with which they can be transformed.  History has instilled in them the idea that the past casts its shadow over the present in ways that sets bounds on how far and how fast enduring change can be made, however desirable it may be.  The United States, in a sense, was “born against history.”  Its founding as a democratic republic was a break from all past experience on a virgin territory distant from the old centers of civilization.  Europeans have lived enveloped by their all too eventful history.  It is true that the shattering events of the twentieth century opened a way for them to change profoundly  their ways of interacting.  Their signal success in building a transnational community has relegated national rivalry to the football pitch or commercial marketplace.  The European Union was made possible by the concatenation of the rising Soviet threat from the East, the benign protection offered by the United States, and the high order of statesmanship provided by a remarkable cadre of European leaders.  Their collective enterprise was a self-conscious break from the past.  European history was as much the common enemy that galvanized political will as was the Soviet Union.  If America in the late eighteenth century was born against others’ history, Western Europe in the mid-twentieth century succeeded in liberating itself from its own history.  

Their self-identities, however, remain different.  Americans see themselves not only as having been born in a condition of enlightenment but as being accorded the mission of lighting the path for the rest of the world.  The United States’ exceptionality lies in its superior virtue with the obligations attendant upon it.
  Whether as model or agent, the country’s destiny is fulfilled abroad as well as at home.  Respect, admiration and ultimately emulation are presumed to conform to the natural order of things.  Europe lacks an analogous sense of mission.  It was not anointed by Providence or Destiny to do good in the world.  Their community was created arduously by pragmatic men inspired as much by dread of repeating the past as realizing a dream.  Its focus was wholly introspective. Today, Europeans’ pride in their signal accomplishment is tempered by the travails of the present.  Leaders’ aspirations tend to be limited, prosaic and close to home.  The seeming exceptions are Tony Blair’s talk of a democratizing mission and Jacque Chirac’s references to France as a beacon unto the nations.  They bear no comparison, though, in terms of conviction or popular echo to George Bush’s proclamation of a crusade to spread liberty into the darkest corners of the globe.  The one looks more like hitching his legacy wagon to Bush’s shooting star and the other indulging in predictable flights of French fancy rather than either being convinced of his ability to refashion the world in France’s or the West’s image.   In short, what comes naturally to an American President is a reach of imagination and a formidable challenge to confidence for a European head of government.

THE MORALITY FACTOR

These differences express themselves in attitudes toward the application of moral standards to the ends and means of foreign policy.  The prevailing European view of political morality as it applies to international relations is more restrained, and discriminating, than the American sense of righteous mission to ‘improve’ the world.  It is true that Europeans’ extraordinary achievement in creating a community of concord is seen as a moral enterprise as well as a realist one.  Indeed, the Europe of the EU is inclined toward moral absolutism internally, as evinced by the severe measures it took in ostracizing the Austrian government that chose to include the xenophobic Freedom Party of Jorg Haider in its ruling coalition and the strict conditions it sets for new members.  That is not the standard it normally has set externally.  There is in fact a gradation of standards that confirms roughly to geography.  Propinquity makes Europeans at once more alert to the dangers that could arise from inchoate conditions in their neighborhood and more confident that they can exert a beneficial influence.  Expanding the definition of neighborhood beyond Europe challenges the EU’s new-found foreign policy vocation in terms of political culture, self-image and moral grounding. The belief that Europe does have major interests at stake in its expanded neighborhood is affirmed with reference to the Middle East in the landmark European Security Strategy, “A Secure Europe In a Secure World,” adopted by the Council in 2003.  The complications and hesitations at implementing it underscore the pervasive elements of self-doubt and willing subordination to the United States in the Europeans’collective political make-up.

This application of differential standards is not an expression of either expediency or moral relativism.  Rather, it expresses an instinctive caution as to the possibly unsettling effects of imposing from without political ideals that ignore history, culture and existing mores.  Europeans do not feel they must observe a categorical imperative to judge, instruct and lead others in campaigns of moral uplift.  Post-modern Europe’s moral sensibility is humanistic. It is uneasy with grand formulations.   Too, it is leary that impulsive, premature exercises in democracy building can open the way to rabid sectarian forces whose commitment to democratic forms is opportunistic. 

These generalizations blur differences of national experience, belief and conviction.  They became apparent in the disagreements between Britain, on the one hand, and France and Germany on the other, over intervention in Iraq.  They are implicit in the kinds of qualifications each has set in supporting an assertive plan to spread democracy throughout the Middle East.  British and French leaders blend idealism with realism in different ways, while German idealism still contends with its moral inhibitions about the use of coercive power.  The big three are less hesitant, and in fuller agreement, on the proposition that the EU has something distinctive to offer in bringing about a peaceful settlement between Israelis and Palestinians.  That something is the moral and political lesson learned from their accomplishment in building a harmonious Europe against the grain of all its history.   That experience has taught them that former bitter enemies can be reconciled and that sectarian differences need not stand in the way of nurturing common bonds.  The transformative power of the EU as idea and model is recognized.  Its very considerable success in consolidating the liberal revolution in Central-East Europe is a matter of pride.  That historic accomplishment is seen as validating the community-building enterprise and the philosophy that guides it.  The normative issue they still wrestle with is that a heightened awareness of their ‘Europeanness’ also sharpens the distinction between the world of enlightened thinking and temperate politics they inhabit and the swirl of passion – religious, ideological, nationalist – that dominates politics in the Middle East.  This underlying differentiation that is made between true Europe and non-Europe is also reflected in the widespread discomfort at the prospect of Turkey joining the Union.

The discernible contrasts evident in the characteristic foreign policy approaches of the United States and its European partners derive from these differences with respect to the deference paid history and established cultures, the time-frames used to assess what is feasible, how moral considerations enter into political judgments, and self-identity. In the Middle East, they are likely to produce growing friction despite efforts to pull into focus the divergent perspectives of the major Western powers so evident during the Iraq crisis of 2002-2003. This is true with regard to all the pieces of the American grand strategy: Palestine, Iraq, the broader democratization project, and Iran.  One analytical disagreement is common to all of those questions – what is a reasonable expectation for the results of popular elections encouraged and supported by the Western democracies.  The outcomes of recent elections has deepened skepticism across Western Europe as to whether voting in and of itself can lead to stable democracy.  The successes of Hamas in Palestine, the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, religious sectarian parties in Iraq, and the hard-line fundamentalist Ahmadi-Nejad in Iran confirm the fears that the sudden opening of the political process can create access to power for groups with rigid parochial agendas, if not outright anti-democratic ambitions.  The dilemma created in Algeria in 1991 by the dramatic rise of Islamist parties is taken as unhappy precedent.  There, the ruling military oligarchy chose to cancel upcoming legislative elections they were certain to lose rather than allow forces dedicated to creating a Sunni theocracy take office.  From the sidelines, the United States and France equivocated, unsure whether to affirm the principle of democratic legitimation and run the risk of witnessing a ‘one man, one vote, one time’ phenomenon or acquiesce tacitly in the generals’ autocratic power play.
  The consequence was a bloody, decade-long civil war ending with suppression of the violent Islamist insurrection and eventually an uneasy armistice.  There, American and French governments could afford a laissez-faire policy given that the conflict was self-contained with no serious side-effects.  In the tinderbox that is the unruly Middle East, no such luxury is possible.

           
Hamas’ success in routing Fatah has sown consternation everywhere that the road to a peaceful settlement will become all the harder.  Interpretations vary though.  For the Bush administration, reacting to events with hindsight, the first question posed was: should we have pressed the Israeli government to move forward with the scheduled elections, allowing Hamas participation, without extracting in advance a firm pledge to disarm and foreswear further suicide bombings? Britain, based on its experience in Northern Ireland, also inclined toward putting that question first.  Most continentals saw the United States as hoisted on its own petard.  For the unbending, highly vocal campaign for democracy in the region made it more difficult than it otherwise would have been for Washington to approve postponement of the election.  Moreover, they judged America’s ability to make clear-sighted assessments of political conditions impaired by looking at the world through distorting ideological lenses.  Americans, it is asserted, find it especially hard to reconcile the liberating act of free elections with voters’ preference for decidedly illiberal parties.  History, once again, is not given its due weight as a corrective to optimism compounded of faith and good intentions.  Few foresaw the Hamas victory; at least no government leader publicly warned about it.  After the fact, however, Europeans overall were less uncomprehending than Americans.  The appeal of a protective, caring Islam – in the tangible form of Hamas’ ‘good works’ - offering both practical aid and a spiritual community is more comprehensible to the former.  This is so despite the far larger place religion has in the lives of Americans, not to speak of the prominence of Christian fundamentalism in the United States.  This paradox stems in part from the American tendency to overlook analogies between aspects of life at home with life elsewhere, even while proclaiming the universality of its values and mores.  In part, it reflects a more immediate European experience with the complicated interplay between religion, social disorder and political extremism.  In addition, Europeans have been more attune to the despair of the Palestinians than an American government which, out of a combination of proclivity and domestic political calculation, readily convinced itself that Sharon’s program could lead to a resolution and made political purification of the Palestinian authority a precondition for Israeli concessions.

            On both sides of the Atlantic, governments confronted the perplexing question of how to deal with a Hamas government while keeping alive some semblance of the Quartet’s ‘roadmap.’  It was easy to agree on the position that its recognition as an ‘interlocutor valable’ should be conditioned on its leadership’s accepting Israel’s right to exist and turning away from violence; so, too should the continuation of economic assistance – humanitarian aid delivered through non-governmental organizations excepted. But that is a tactical maneuver, not a strategy.  It is based on a hope that the Hamas leadership over time will find it expedient to moderate its long-standing avowals of implacable resistance to the Jewish state so as to avoid a backlash from Palestinians suffering even deeper economic deprivation and facing an intractable Israel.  That is a gamble – in two respects.  First, cash infusions from fellow Muslim countries can offset the loss of Western assistance.  Pledges were indeed immediately forthcoming from Saudi Arabia, some of the Gulf principalities and Iran.  Second, Palestinian despair is as likely to spur renewed violence as it is to produce accommodation.  In the latter event, the Western powers will find themselves with a still festering problem in the Holy Land feeding jihadist sentiments throughout the region.  The Bush administration may see such a prospect as tolerable while moving to accept Israel’s imposition of a unilateral ‘solution.’  Europeans are not as sanguine about that outcome or as stoic about the repercussions.  Hence, they were distressed by reports that Washington was considering a joint strategy with Israel of putting a severe economic squeeze on the Palestinians so as to generate discontent with Hamas rule which could lead to new elections.

European political elites are more and more inclined to place failure on the Palestinian question on the White House’s doorstep.  After all, it is the United States that has taken charge of the portfolio, bought into the Sharon vision, bet that a striking, quick success in Iraq would encourage Israeli-Palestinian compromise, and promoted elections as an all-purpose panacea for the region’s ills.  Deference to Washington has reflected a recognition that a direct challenge to the willful American challenge would be counter-productive and less than full confidence in their own prescription, however correct their diagnosis.  Moreover, fears of the situation in Iraq spinning out control militated against a breaking of Western ranks.  For that logic to change, Europeans would have to reach a consensus on what is to be done and the need to do it.  It is a matter of nerve as much as conviction.  That nerve has been lacking in the past.  As Chris Patten relates in his candid memoir of his days as EU Commissioner for External Relations, “What was certain was that a Pavlovian rejection of any course of action that might distance Europe from the Americans was the main determinant of Europe’s political behavior.  In a way it was absurd….unless we make better progress,…. It (Palestine) will continue to embitter the West’s relations with the whole Islamic world.”

Speculation as to whether and when that assessment, widespread but not universal, leads to major new European initiatives needs to take into account the current estrangement between America and Europe.  It has dual effects which militate in different policy directions.  In one respect, it feeds doubts as to the likelihood of a deviation in Washington’s Middle East policies along with fears that the present course is error prone.  Yet, that selfsame reality heightens the risks and potential costs of parting ways with the Bush administration on the Palestinian issue.  Agreeing to disagree while trying to preserve cooperation where one can is a modus operandi alien to the current American leadership.  Here we encounter that self-righteous streak in the American political make-up, that belief that the United States knows best and must act accordingly.  In the face of recurrent American displays of  willpower and steely determination, the instinct of European leaders is to draw back.  If an unprecedented European boldness were to materialize, it would spring from a combination of its leaders recalculations of interests and a newfound confidence in their own instincts and values.  At the moment confidence is in short supply.

The parlous state of affairs in Iraq overshadows all Middle Eastern issues, including Palestine.   The American intervention and occupation has had a number of self-fulfilling consequences:  the country has become a front in the war on Islamic terrorism, albeit not the proclaimed decisive one; the possibility of a deepening antagonism between the Islamic world and the West has grown rather than abated; and the shape that Iraq’s political future takes will have an impact on politics throughout the region.  It is natural then that Europeans should contribute what they can to improving the odds on a getting a more or less stable democracy which is not driven by sectarian passions.  It follows that they also would be hesitant about doing anything that could complicate the already fragile American mission.  Further critical commentary on that strategy’s obviously flawed conception, and even more flawed implementation, would do little to alter appreciably what Washington does or does not do.  Beyond modest offers of aid in Iraq’s stuttering reconstruction, and expressions of good wishes, Europe’s posture is one of passivity and prayer.  The one sphere where the Europeans have reason and opportunity to be more forceful is in regard to the United States’ human rights abuses.  The sorry record of Guantanamo, Abu Ghraib and renditions to a network of torture sites is at once an affront to the West’s moral principles and a liability in the campaign to close the breach with the Islamic world. That liability grew in the face of a damning report on Guantanamo issued by the United Nation’s Commission on Human Rights in February 2006.
 The erosion of America’s moral authority, the compromising of the democratization strategy it so energetically pursues, harm Europe as well as the United States.  For Europe is both tainted by association and the inescapable victim of the unfortunate results in radicalizing Islamic opinion and encouraging acts of terrorism.  Yet criticism at the governmental level has been notable for its restraint.

One explanation is that European leaders shy away from doing anything that could provoke the ire of a prickly Bush administration.  Another is that many if not most European governments have been accessories to the rendition policy.  That has been established in the case of both supporters, Britain, of the American policy in Iraq, and critics, Germany.
  The charged atmosphere surrounding Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice’s trip to European capitals in January 2006 had as much to do with her thinly veiled threats to expose her hosts’ complicity as with her tergiversations in trying to defend and to deny torture simultaneously.  The initial thinking that led European governments to turn a blind eye to rendition and torture on their continent is not clear.  In the Eastern European countries that provided detention facilities, the desire to cultivate good relations with the United States surely played a role.  Elsewhere, it is reasonable to assume that there was a hope that those draconian steps would yield high value intelligence which could be used to prevent terrorist acts.  That has proven to be a dubious assumption, as far as we know.  The Europeans own efforts, whose severity varies by country, seem to have been more productive.  A number of terrorist plots in Britain and on the continent have been averted through preemptive police action, ones far more consequential and advanced than anything unearthed in the United States.
The moral dilemma all face in reconciling acute security concerns with civil liberties is compounded when governments resort to outsourcing.  European leaders gave tacit support to tough American actions in the belief that the United States would be both effective and reasonable.  In fact, it has been neither.  The extent and brutality of interrogations surpasses what most parties envisaged. So too has been the indiscriminate collecting of suspects.  Consequently, the Europeans’ own human rights credentials have become hostage to the moral vagaries of American behavior.  As to benefits, there is no public evidence of any direct connection between intelligence gathering at notorious detention centers and successes against terrorist groups, except possibly for the capture of Al-Qaeda operatives in Pakistan.  That last is by no means inconsequential; however, we do not know the source of the relevant intelligence.  It may have been generated in the field.  Moreover, its overall significance can be exaggerated in the light of the Al-Qaeda organization’s transformation into a loose movement. 

Even more troubling is that in drawing up a balance sheet of benefit/costs from going the torture route there is no foreseeable end date.  The West will be paying the price indefinitely – even were future policies less drastic.  For the United States has in detention a few thousands of persons, many innocent of any wrong-doing, whose release will be an embarrassment.  Like those already set free, they will recount stories of gross mistreatment – firing anti-American passions.  That phenomenon is already visible in Iraq where resentment rather than appreciation is the response to prisoner releases.  For regimes that have zero scruples, no accountability, and do not presume to be the world’s fount of virtue, the answer is to eliminate the victims and to terrorize into silence those few who are set free.  The other alternative is to warehouse them indefinitely.  It behooves European governments to ponder the question of what exactly the Bush administration plans to do with its detainees.

Iran
Iraq is the centerpiece of the United States’ grand strategy in the Middle East.  Iran became the urgent problem in winter 2006 as ties to the IAEA were broken and negotiations ceased against the backdrop of President Mahmoud Ahmadi-Nejad’s fierce rhetoric.  Iran’s location in the Bush administration’s overall scheme had always been imprecise.  Early on it had been accorded a place of dishonor within the “axis of evil.”  The country’s revolutionary Shi’ite leadership repeatedly was excoriated for its support to terrorist groups (Hezbollah and Hamas above all), increasingly more evident nuclear ambitions, and long-standing antipathy toward the United States.  The presidency of the popularly elected, moderate Mohammad Khatami raised only slight hope of an internal transformation.  So long as ultimate power remained concentrated in the hands of the mullahs of the Guardian Council, reform efforts were judged to be doomed to failure.  Still, regime change instigated from without was not in the cards.  The administration had its hands full in Iraq, so military action was out of the question.  Too, few openings presented themselves to foment a serious challenge from within.  Washington did fulminate against the Iranian leadership, sought Security Council approval for severe economic sanctions, and won Congressional approval for a war-chest to finance democratic forces inside and outside Iran.  This activity concealed the uncomfortable truth that, for the time being, could do little more than cast a jaundiced eye on developments while awaiting the outcome of its bold experiment across the border.
  

Relations with Iran in fact could not be separated from Iraq, though.  Tehran obviously had a compelling interest in Iraq’s political future.  Its close links to Shi’ite parties and the religious establishment created access and levers of potential influence.  SCIRI (Supreme Council of the Islamic Revolution in Iraq), the largest of them, had been succored by Iranian authorities during the long years when its leadership was resident in Iran.  The party militia, the al-Badr brigade, had been trained and armed there; its antecedents had fought on the Iranian side in the war with Iraq in the 1980s.  Muqtada el-Sadr, the vehemently anti-American firebrand, also had intimate ties with people in Tehran.  Thus, the Iranians were in a position to undercut Washington’s efforts to reconstitute Iraq according to its own formula which included a secular state wherein politics and religion would be kept apart.  At intervals, the United States did charge Iran with ‘meddling’ in Iraq’s internal affairs - charges that had some substantiation.  Overall, however, Teheran abstained from direct interference.  The Iranian leadership obviously expected that the legacy of the occupation would be an Iraq amenable to a warm relationship with its neighbor.

The implications of the huge American military presence next door, and in the Gulf, logically speaking, were probably as prominent a concern for policy-makers in Tehran as were political prospects in Iraq.  Indeed, it has been revealed that the Iranian leadership made two discrete, back-door approaches to the Bush administrations proposing a dialogue with the aim of reaching a modus vivendi.    The first was made in the summer of 2001, the second immediately after the successful American invasion in March 2003.  The Bush administration broke off the former after brief exchanges and cold-shouldered the latter.  Throughout, a staple of its Iran policy had been a refusal to engage in direct talks with the clerical regime.  That seemingly changed in March 2006 when Iran’s proposal to discuss with the United States the two countries’ interests in Iraq’s future was accepted, albeit with little enthusiasm.  The Bush administration made clear that the talks would be held at the ambassadorial level in Baghdad and would not extend to the nuclear issue.  Tehran’s desire to shift the locus of diplomacy away from its indictment for illicit nuclear activities was obvious.  Washington’s desire was to find any expedient for stemming the deterioration in Iraq’s political situation. 
The unyielding American position against any serious discussions on security matters set strict limits on what the United States was prepared to do as the nuclear issue moved front and center.  Revelations in early 2004 that Iran had built clandestinely nuclear facilities related to enrichment, in technical violations of its undertakings as a signatory of the Non-Proliferation Treaty and its agreements with the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) forced both Western European governments and the Bush administration to refocus on Iran.  The Europeans had been united on an Iran policy that ran counter to American thinking.  For the greater part of two decades, the former has pursued a policy of “constructive engagement.”  It was predicated on the belief that revolutionary ardor cools over time, that the process of normalization is impeded by international ostracization, and that Iran was not a clear and present danger to stability in the region.  Khatami’s two electoral victories reinforced those convictions.  Washington, under successive administrations, was deeply skeptical of the engagement policy – the bizarre Reagan administration ploy of using Iran in its ill-starred arms/Contra scheme notwithstanding.  Instead, it sought to maintain pressure on the clerical leadership through diplomatic and economic isolation.  The sudden saliency of the nuclear question obliged the two trans-Atlantic partners to find a way of cooperating, at least tacitly.  They managed to do so despite disagreements as to the chances of success in deflecting Iran from what, from Washington’s vantage point, was an already chosen course leading ineluctably to a nuclear capability.  

The key terms of the accord reached in early 2005 were: one, the acceptance by the European negotiating troika of Britain, France and Germany of the American demand for a zero tolerance standard for Iran’s enrichment program, whatever its character.  Were Tehran to fail to permanently suspend their program under IAEA safeguards, they would back a resolution to refer the matter to the United Nations Security Council.  Washington, for its part, agreed that the Europeans should proffer Iran a deal that promised the Iranians an array of economic incentives.  The strategy was unavailing.  Inconclusive negotiations were frozen by the electoral victory of Ahmadi-Nejad.  His bellicose rhetoric dashed any lingering hopes of a diplomatic agreement.  In retrospect, two “what if” questions are being debated.  Most important, did the United States’ refusal to respond to Iranian demands that the talks be expanded to cover regional security issues prevent the parties from reaching a satisfactory compromise on the nuclear issue?   There is greater inclination on the part of European analysts to answer that question in the affirmative.  American analysts, especially those in official positions, reject out-of-hand the notion that pandering to Iran’s proclaimed security concerns could have made a difference.  In truth, the distaste that Bush administration policy-makers have for the mullahs in Tehran is so strong that neither the interpretation nor the policy response it implied was a possibility.   The other speculative question is: should the United States, through its channels of public communication, have urged Iranian voters sympathetic to reform to boycott the presidential election on the grounds that candidacies were restricted and that the poll might be rigged?  There seems little question that a larger turnout among the reform constituency would have denied Ahmadi-Nejad a place in the runoff.  Far less clear is that his accession to the presidency has had any marked effect on Iranian nuclear policy.  Real power lies in the Guardian Council.  His reckless public utterances have cast Iran in a highly unfavorable light.  From the Bush administration’s viewpoint, that is probably a good thing since it has considerably facilitated the challenge of marshalling diplomatic support for referral to the Security Council. 

The Western powers now agreed that the world had to challenge Iran’s nuclear commitment.  It was no clearer than before, however, what confrontation meant and what could work.  Mild economic sanctions, whether approved by the Security Council or without its imprimatur, were unlikely to move Tehran.  Hard sanctions would have to include an oil embargo.  But, putting aside practicalities of implementing it in an integrated global oil market, so drastic an action would generate almost as much pain for the energy starved industrial world as it would for Iran.  Only in the United States was that step seriously discussed.
  For only the United States felt itself at war with a dire, hydra-headed menace composed of rogue states with WMD, an international terrorist organization, and the jihadist Islam.  As a result, it could consider the negatives of inaction greater than the negatives of decisive, if risky action.
   Western Europeans made a somewhat different risk calculus.  They did so in part because they had not been traumatized by the events of 9/11 to the same degree, in part because they harbored greater fears of the social disruption caused by roiled oil markets, in part because there is greater tolerance based on historical experience of living with some measure of insecurity, and in part because they have less appetite for coercive confrontation and are less optimistic about its chances of success.  The same is doubly true with regard to air strikes at some point down the road.   

There was a good chance, therefore, that the policy concord that crystallized in February 2006 might well fray when the crunch came.  Recrimination could follow in its wake.  American officials still doubt their European counterparts’ resolve, Tony Blair of course being exempted from their strictures.  The Europeans still worry about American impatience and penchant for violent action.  They would be tempted to review how the West got into this bind with an eye to feckless American policies, i.e. the invasion of Iraq, the shunning of Iranian overtures, the abandonment of Palestine to the plans of Ariel Sharon, which in hindsight produced a problem so intractable as to defy resolution by means collective or otherwise.
CONCLUSION

The critical problems arising from the Middle East are making it impossible to blur Euro-American differences.  At this writing in early 2006, the moment of truth is approaching, with respect to Palestine, Iran, and Iraq.  Each, and any comprehensive strategy for the region that makes the necessary linkages among them, will require that leaders on the two sides of the Atlantic candidly address their beliefs, their societies, and each other.  This challenge is not symmetrical.  For the United States dominates both their relationship and their environment.  At one level, this is apparent.  Washington is able to frame issues, place them on the international agenda, and delimit the choices for dealing with them.  It has the luxury of erring while preserving the ability to try again.  It has renewable sources of political capital at home and abroad.  It is the point of reference for everyone else.  Less apparent, but in the long term of equal importance, is the American will to act.  The mental will as well as the physical means to act is decidedly weaker among European political elites.

Why is this the case?  Three reasons suggest themselves.  First, Europe lacks unity. That means the mechanisms for acting are deficient, the instruments of policy are inadequate, and the necessary public support is hard to sustain.  European polities are suspended somewhere between a national past and a truly supranational future.  Moreover, this new Europe was made possible more by a process of political subtraction than political addition.  That is to say, the domination of public affairs by prosaic concerns and tame ambitions has allowed Europeans to shed those parts of their make-up that would have impeded the process of integration.  Nationalist passion, ideological inspiration, the impulse to draw lines of all kinds between ‘us’ and ‘them’ have dried up. The civilian societies that have evolved, due in good part to this phenomenon, are also noteworthy for a diminished sense of collective duty, an aversion to danger and sacrifice, and an introspection that borders on the self-centered. 

Second, Europeans are inhibited by historical memory, by moral uncertainty and by political habit.  They lack the confidence, self-assurance and optimism that are so quintessentially American.  Third, they have lost a measure of mental autonomy as a result of living for so long under America’s protective umbrella and then in America’s shadow.  The need to make judgments and to pronounce is not imperative when the United States, for better or worse, has been handling most matters.  The shortfall in certain physical capabilities is less important than the shortage of will to decide and to act on their own.  The absence of the latter ensures the absence of the former.  Most important, no amount of capabilities will generate conviction and an acute sense of stake in what is happening beyond Europe’s borders.  Speaking practically, this assessment points to the desirability of European political elites buffering their capacity to analyze, interpret and decide from the steady encroachment of American ideas, values, priorities and plans.  There is no disputing the necessity to take full account of them.  However, it is unhealthy to allow them to encroach European thought processes to the extent that they do.  This is not a call for reflexive anti-Americanism.  Rather, it is a recommendation of studied intellectual independence. To their credit, it is the French who fear most the loss of mental autonomy as cause and effect of losing policy autonomy.  While there is a large element of vanity in this, they have the virtue of valuing what is essential to political action.

For the United States, wisdom lies in a demonstration of greater humility and circumspection.  There is no reason for the country as a whole to give up its distinctive sense of self, even if that were possible.  Americans’ singular traits are part of their national make-up.  Today, though, it would serve well the national interest to curb the quest for absolutes, be they absolutes of morality, of mastery or of security. Meeting American interests in the Middle East demands modulated policies, applied discriminatingly, that aim gradually to bring other peoples’ to a conception of themselves and their interests which does not mirror America’s but rather complements it.  That is impossible without a larger dose of modesty.  That is to say, the ‘humbler America’ George W. Bush evoked in his 2000 campaign.  
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