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Much of the world was under-
standably shaken by the atrocities 
in Paris. While the French were 

still reeling from last January’s killing of 
Charlie Hebdo’s graphic artists and cartoon-
ists, they now had to deal with even more 
terrorist murders.

Aft er 9/11 the Bush administration, sup-
ported by overwhelming American pub-
lic opinion,  decided to pursue those they 
claimed were responsible. Soon aft er, US 
troops were in Afghanistan and then, in 
2003, in Iraq, and much of the blame for the 
rise of ISIS is due to the chaos created by the 
US invasion. Still, at this writing we have to 
wonder if ISIS cynically welcomes the bomb-
ing of its sites in Iraq and Syria as an excuse 
for further terrorist attacks and a lure for young and oft en 
disenfranchised Muslim men and women around the world 

to join its murderous ranks. And the more 
ISIS grows, the more it is able to fl ex its well-
funded and well-armed (by whom?) muscles 
against civilians in Lebanon, Turkey, in a 
Russian airliner and now in Paris.

Some in this country have called for 
more US “boots on the ground,” ignoring 
our military failures since 2003. Others have 
called for greatly enhanced surveillance of 
Americans. Th e domestic danger is that 
panic rather than reason oft en prevails in na-
tional security “crises.” American history is 
replete with such witch hunts: John Adams’s 
Alien and Sedition Acts; Woodrow Wilson’s 
Espionage Act; the Red Scares of the early 
post-World War I years, and the ugly 1950s 
of Joe McCarthy and his many allies. ISIS 

needs to be stopped. But knee jerk reactions by frenzied and 
opportunistic politicians and ideologues will not bring that 
about. And what will stop ISIS is not easy to say at this mo-
ment because there are no easy solutions. Y
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It sounds strange. How can I say anything positive 
about a knife wielding violent and hate-fi lled young man 
who has turned the sanctity of the Land of Israel into 

idolatry? When one looks at the awful video of the attack 
fi lmed from afar by Rabbis For Human Rights’ fi eld coordi-
nator Zakariah Sadeh on Octo-
ber 23rd, one sees that he could 
have easily murdered me. He 
was on top of me, my back was 
exposed, and the knife was in 
his hand. One can see him al-
most plunge the knife several 
times, but he doesn’t.

At the moment of truth, 
he wasn’t a killer — at least not 
of a fellow Jew. Perhaps he was 
afraid of the cameras. But he 
could have easily smashed the 
journalist’s camera, and didn’t 
know he was also being fi lmed 
from afar. Perhaps his intent 
all along was “just” to bloody 
me up a bit with rocks and kicks in order to scare me and 
make sure that I didn’t come back. Maybe, as we read in a re-
cent Torah portion, he heard a voice crying, “Don’t raise your 
hand against…”(Genesis 22:12). I would like to think that he 
had a moment of teshuvah, a moment in which he heard and 
heeded God’s call to turn from his intended course of action 
and return to his higher self.

The problems started aft er the end of a Palestinian harvest 
day underneath the outposts of the Itamar settlement. Since 
RHR, the Association For Civil Rights in Israel, and fi ve Pales-
tinian local councils won a 2006 Israeli High Court victory, Is-
rael’s security forces must ensure that Palestinian farmers can 
safely access their agricultural lands all year round. Aft er the 
farmers left  the area, Israelis began stealing olives and burning 

trees. Security forces arrived where the theft  was taking place, 
but didn’t answer when a fi re broke out.

I went up the hill with the initial thought of putting out 
the fi re. Quickly realizing that this would be too dangerous, 
I wanted to get a better position to document from afar this 

wanton destruction of fruit 
trees, which is forbidden in the 
Torah. Focused on the fi re and 
the two Israelis still far above 
me, I was surprised by an ad-
ditional Israeli who suddenly 
appeared close by and ran to-
ward me. He began throwing 
rocks that struck me, and then 
drew his knife. I tried to keep 
my face towards my enraged 
attacker while backing down 
the steep hill. At one point he 
ran toward a journalist who 
had followed me up. I chased 
aft er him and he turned to me 
again, kicking and causing me 

to lose my balance. I had tried up to that point not to engage 
my attacker in any way, but now I had no choice but to grab 
his leg when he kicked. Soon he was on top of me, with his 
knife hand free.

I would like to think that this moment in which my 
attacker was an instant away from becoming a murderer 
caused him to ask himself how he came to be on a hilltop in 
the Occupied Territories, so angry that the Israeli army had 
protected Palestinian farmers harvesting their olives that he 
was driven to lash out. I would like to think that he has spo-
ken with his fellow “hilltop youth,” explaining why he has 
had a change of heart, and that his teshuvah will have ripple 
eff ects reaching the communities that mentor and encourage 
them, those who look the other way or “understand” them, 
and all those who have turned our shared belief in the sa-
credness of the Land of Israel into idolatry by raising it above 
all other values.

If my attacker did ask himself what brought him to that 
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moment, what was his answer? Was it hatred of non-Jews? 
An enjoyment of the exercise of power and control? Fear? 
Rage because of Palestinian terror? A desire for “action?” A 
sense of Jewish privilege? Did he recall that the traditional 
Yom Kippur confession of the sin of tzarut ayin, our resent-
fulness toward the good fortune of others? The Talmudic 
sages decry those who wish to prevent others from benefit-
ting even if they themselves will suffer no loss (zeh neheneh 
v’zeh lo khaser). The only loss I can imagine is the loss of the 
dream of driving non-Jews out of the biblical Land of Israel 
by dispossessing them and denying them the ability to sup-
port themselves with their olive trees.

I believe there is an additional element. We founded the 
state of Israel correctly vowing “never again.” We must al-
ways have the power to ensure that Jews may never again be 
helplessly slaughtered and persecuted as we had been for two 
thousand years because we had been stateless and homeless. 
There are still those who would “throw us into the sea” if they 
could, and we do not yet live in a messianic age in which the 
Jewish people can survive without power. The day after I was 
attacked, I recited the traditional blessing in synagogue for 
having survived great danger, and then took my turn stand-
ing guard, as we have been doing since the latest round of 
Palestinians murdering Israelis. However, in the course of 
the years since Israel was founded, that vow has morphed. 
We have forgotten that long before “never again,” God com-
manded us, “never, ever.” We should never, even once, do to 

others what was done to us (Exodus 23:9). We have moved 
from using our power to guarantee our survival and well be-
ing to exploiting our power to take from others that which 
we desire. The Midrash teaches us not to delude ourselves: 
The hand that strikes the non-Jew will eventually strike the 
Jew as well. Thus, the violence unleashed against me is the 
inevitable outcome of civilian and state violence directed at 
Palestinians on an almost daily basis. Our sages’ observation 
in Pirket Avot (The Ethics of the Fathers) that “The sword 
comes into the world because of justice denied and justice 
delayed” is not a justification of the sword; rather it is a cau-
tion that our unjust actions bring the sword upon us.

It would be easy to pin all of the blame on hilltop youth 
and the settler communities that created them. (Only a small 
percentage of settlers behave this way.) Many of the hilltop 
youth look at their parents who founded the settlements as 
weak compromisers. But the settlement community and their 
pockets of support within the wider Israeli population are the 
hothouse that has cultivated the golem sh’kamal yotzro, the 
Frankenstein’s monster that has turned on its creator. How-
ever, all of Israeli society has to engage in khesbon nefesh, soul 
searching. Too often even Israelis who oppose settlements act 
towards the lawless and violent culture that has sprung up 
among the settler community with equanimity, with resigna-
tion, with a polite “Isn’t it terrible?” or the feeling that extrem-
ists must be appeased in order to hold Israeli society together.

I actually give the army credit for fulfilling its court-or-
dered obligations to allow and protect the harvest in the midst 

October 26, 2015: A masked, knife-wielding Israeli settler attacks RCR Rabbi Arik Ascherman near the Itamar settlement in 
the Occupied Territories.
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of violence emanating from all sides. However, they believe 
that they must appease and give in to settler violence to do so. 
They have postponed the harvest near the most violent settle-
ments. Our 2006 High Court ruling allows the army to limit 
the entry of Palestinians to their lands to agreed-upon dates 
only when there is no other way to protect settlers. They are 
to designate those areas before the harvest begins. The ruling 
explicitly forbids closing lands to Palestinians — “for their 
own good” — when Israelis threaten them, unless there is ab-
solutely no other way to prevent bloodshed. Yet that is what 
has been happening.

 Part of me says that in these tense times we should be 
more concerned about a bigger blow-up than insisting on 
every word of a court ruling. However, giving in to this kind 
of violence whets the appetites of those who successfully wield 
violence to get what they want. If the army would announce 
that they were evacuating a settlement because of Palestinian 
threats, even many of those opposed to settlements would 

be up in arms because that would encourage more violence.
I also need to do some khesbon nefesh. Since the inci-

dent, many have praised me for my courage and conviction, 
but nobody has lauded my common sense. I do think that we 
need to find ways to actively oppose both citizen and state 
violence against Palestinians. Our volunteers know that they 
may at times need to be human shields. However, I wouldn’t 
like to see others follow my example by intentionally putting 
themselves in harm’s way for the sake of trees alone.

We Israelis have short attention spans. There is no guar-
antee that there will be any lessons learned or any kheshbon 
nefesh. However, if even a few of the hilltop youth and their 
supporters wake up and recognize that they are committing 
idolatry and an abuse of power, if a few senior army officers 
realize that there must be zero tolerance of Israeli and Pales-
tinian violence alike, then maybe my near murder will have 
been worth it. In the meantime, I and our staff and volun-
teers are back in the olive groves.  Y

Some friends who are peace and human rights activists 
support the BDS (Boycott, Disinvestment, Sanctions) cam-
paign against Israel. I do not. Allow me to explain.

The problem is that many people who have never been to 
Israel and even many of those who have do not understand 
the country. I have met people who think all Israelis are re-
ligious when, in fact, most Israelis identify as secular Jews. 
Some think all Israelis revere the military and war. However, 
as important as the military is in the life of a typical Israeli, I 
have met very few who think of themselves as warriors.

Israel’s founders envisioned a new kind of country 
which would seek to embody the highest human ideals. Is-
rael’s Declaration of Independence says:

the state of israel ... will foster the develop-
ment of the country for the benefit of all its inhabit-
ants; it will be based on freedom, justice and peace 
as envisaged by the prophets of Israel; it will ensure 
complete equality of social and political rights to all 
its inhabitants irrespective of religion, race or sex; it 

will guarantee freedom of religion, conscience, lan-
guage, education and culture....

I believe in the Zionism expressed in Israel’s Declaration 
of Independence, and which the vast majority of Israelis see 
as the moral foundation of their country. Of course, the real-
ity has never fully measured up to this lofty vision. Israel has 
crime, poverty, human rights problems, interference by fun-
damentalist religion in people’s lives, and serious environ-
mental challenges, not to mention political extremists and 
all the other troubles present elsewhere. When you add to 
this list thousands of years of persecution, a century of con-
flict, several wars, a great many terrorist attacks, diplomatic 
isolation and now the threat of international boycotts, it is 
surprising that Israel remains a democracy and open society.

What I also believe is that the occupation of Palestinian 
lands is the greatest threat to Israel’s democratic future. Da-
vid Ben-Gurion, Israel’s first prime minister, said in 1967 that 
if Israel did not rid itself of the territories conquered in the 
Six-Day War, it would eventually poison Israel. He was right 
and this is increasingly evident now.

Too many of the arguments about the Israel-Palestine 
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confl ict stereotype 
Israelis and Palestin-
ians alike. To decide 
that one of them is 
the innocent victim 
while the other is 
violent and cruel is 
shallow and honors 
neither no matter 
who is designated as 
the Good Guy. Both 
suff er from the ef-
fects of the confl ict 
— the Occupation 
and fear of terrorism.

What it means to 
be an Israeli is exem-
plifi ed in the life of a 
famous Israeli who 
showed his Sabra toughness for a long time but in the end 
his sweeter side prevailed. Yitzhak Rabin, born in Jerusalem 
in 1922, earned a degree at an agricultural college before be-
ginning his military career. One of his most important as-
signments in 1948, a month aft er independence and during 
a war which few expected the new state to survive, was the 
scuttling of a ship fi lled with military supplies, the Altalena. 
Th e supplies were being brought to the Irgun, a violent and 
militant organization that had refused to become part of the 
newly formed Israel Defense Forces. Th e new government 
could not succeed with independent militias continuing 
their own campaigns. Th e idealism of Israel’s founders was 
at stake, as was the political integrity of the new nation, even 
as some on the right still condemn the memory of Rabin for 
his role in sinking the Altalena.

Retiring from the military in 1968 he became Israel’s 
ambassador to the United States and was very much an out-
spoken hawk. I was not an admirer. He returned to Israel in 
1973 and began a political career with the Labor Party, which 

twice made him prime 
minister. He continued to 
be a hawk. His notorious 
orders to “break bones” 
of stone-throwers during 
the fi rst intifada repulsed 
many Israelis and Ameri-
can Jews.

Th en something tru-
ly amazing happened. He 
came to a realization that 
the violence would never 
end until Israel dealt di-
rectly with Palestinians 
and fashioned a peace 
accord. He took part in 
secret talks in Oslo with 
Yasir Arafat and the 
result was the famous 

handshake and peace treaty of 1993. Th at year Rabin, Ara-
fat and Shimon Peres were awarded the Nobel Peace Prize 
for this achievement. Th e following year Israel concluded a 
peace treaty with Jordan. Peace with the Palestinians, it was 
believed, would lead to the establishment of a Palestinian 
state and the end of the Occupation.

Most Israelis responded with great rejoicing, but the politi-
cal right was bitterly opposed and demonized Rabin, and some 
excoriated him as just another Hitler. Th e settlers and their fol-
lowers considered Oslo to be a catastrophe. In November 1995 
Yitzhak Rabin spoke at a mass peace rally in Th e Kings of Israel 
Square in Tel Aviv, the site of many huge demonstrations. At the 
end of the rally he joined in singing Shir La-Shalom (Song for 
Peace), the anthem of Israel’s peace movement:

So, sing only a song for peace, do not whisper a prayer
Better to sing a song for peace with a great shout.
A few minutes later an Orthodox yeshiva student shot 

Rabin to death. Th e peace process and the peace movement 
have never fully recovered.
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Some time ago I attended the biennial conference of 
Rabbis for Human Rights-North America. It was a gathering 
of exactly the right people at which to discuss BDS with both 
Israelis and Americans present. The rights of Palestinians are 
a major part of RHR’s agenda in Israel. They work with other 
Israeli and Palestinian NGOs on a broad spectrum of human 
rights issues despite being regarded with suspicion and hos-
tility by many Israelis. At the conference I raised questions 
and discussed the BDS movement with people on both sides 
of the issue, all of whom, I know, are committed to human 
rights and all of whom are working to protect Palestinians 
from abuses and hope to end the Occupation. People I re-
spect stood firmly on both sides of the question.

Then why am I uncomfortable with the BDS campaign 
when I recognize that it is a nonviolent action in support of 
an oppressed and persecuted people? Because I think attack-
ing Israel as a whole only adds to the conflict, stimulates Is-
raeli defensiveness, and is therefore likely to make Israel less 
likely to ever take steps to end the Occupation.

Yes, Israelis who defend the Occupation need to know 
that people around the world condemn the outrages suffered 
by Palestinians. But Israelis who oppose the Occupation — 
and they are a significant portion of Israeli Jews — need all 
the support of the international community for their posi-
tion. It is they who are harmed by the BDS movement, which 
fails to distinguish between those who prefer peace and those 
who do not.

I am troubled as well by the rhetoric of some BDS sup-
porters who clearly have no sympathy for Israel and who may 
be motivated by hatred of Israel or even of Jews in general. 
I have seen explicit expressions of anti-Semitism by activ-
ists in antiwar marches, at UN meetings, and online. I can-
not join hands with such people even when we share a just 
cause. Moreover, the call by some outside Israel to silence 
visiting Israeli intellectuals and artists by refusing to allow 
them to speak, teach or perform is repulsive. I may protest 

what is written, said or expressed, but freedom of speech is 
basic to a free society and must protect even the ideas I hate. 
And to those intellectuals and writers who have boycotted 
or cancelled performances in Israel, I say you are denying 
sympathetic audiences the opportunity to hear ideas that 
might strengthen Israelis who prefer peace rather than more 
military adventures.

A blanket BDS campaign against Israel, especially one 
that includes a secondary boycott of companies that do busi-
ness with Israel is too reminiscent of the Arab boycott that 
began even before Israel came into being and lasted until the 
mid-1990s. The purpose of that campaign was to destroy Is-
rael. Israelis, I am afraid, will rightly view the BDS campaign 
as yet another attempt to destroy Israel and will make them 
less likely to respond in any positive way. Instead, I support 
investment and companies doing business with Palestinian 
entrepreneurs, including those working in partnership with 
Israelis. Palestinians in the Occupied Territories need to de-
cide for themselves which companies doing business in their 
region to boycott and sanction and which to encourage.

In the end, I believe and have always believed Israel and 
the Palestinians have to resolve the conflict themselves. I do 
not know what form such a peace will take. I do know that 
it must leave everyone feeling safe and secure. I know that it 
will require Israelis and Palestinians to see each other as hu-
man and, better yet, as members of the same family.

Gazan psychiatrist lyyad Seraj says that Israelis and Pal-
estinians are both traumatized people and need each other 
to heal. I hope there will be truth and reconciliation hearings 
like those in South Africa and Rwanda. Rabbi Menachem 
Froman, a founder of the settlement movement, envisions 
Jewish and Palestinian states in the Land of Israel/Palestine. 
Certainly, neither people will give in under pressure, nor will 
either know peace without the other knowing peace.

I do not see the BDS campaign as being able to achieve 
any of that.  Y
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Challenging Chinese Claims,
US Sends Warship to Artificial Island Chain
	 — New York Times headline, October 27, 2015

In ways that have eluded Washington pundits and 
policymakers, President Barack Obama is deploying a 
subtle geopolitical strategy which, if successful, might 

give Washington a fighting chance to extend its global hege-
mony deep into the twenty-first century. After six years of si-
lent, sometimes secret preparations, the Obama White House 
recently unveiled some bold diplomatic initiatives whose sum 
is nothing less than a tri-continental strategy to check Bei-
jing’s rise. As these moves unfold, Obama is revealing himself 
as one of those rare grandmasters who appear every genera-
tion or two with an ability to go beyond mere foreign policy 
and play that ruthless global game called geopolitics.

Since he took office in 2009, Obama has faced an unre-
mitting chorus of criticism, left and right, domestic and for-
eign, dismissing him as hapless, even hopeless. “He’s a poor 
ignoramus; he should read and study a little to understand 
reality,” said Venezuela’s leftist president Hugo Chavez just 
months after Obama’s inauguration. “I think he has pro-
jected a position of weakness and ... a lack of leadership,” 
claimed Republican Senator John McCain in 2012. “After six 
years,” opined a commentator from the conservative Heri-
tage Foundation last April, “he still displays a troubling mis-
understanding of power and the leadership role the US plays 
in the international system.” Even former Democratic Presi-
dent Jimmy Carter recently dismissed Obama’s foreign pol-
icy achievements as “minimal.” Voicing the views of many 
Americans, Donald Trump derided his global vision this 

way: “We have a president who doesn’t have a clue.”
But give credit where it’s due. Without proclaiming a 

presumptuously labeled policy such as “triangulation,” “the 
Nixon Doctrine,” or even a “freedom agenda,” Obama has 
moved step-by-step to repair the damage caused by a pleth-
ora of Washington foreign policy debacles, old and new, and 
maneuvered deftly to rebuild America’s fading global influ-
ence by setting out to correct past foreign policy excesses and 
disasters, largely the product of imperial overreach, that can 
be traced to several generations of American leaders bent 
on the exercise of unilateral power. Within the spectrum of 
American state power, he has slowly shifted from the coer-
cion of war, occupation, torture, and other forms of unilat-
eral military action toward the more cooperative realm of 
trade, diplomacy, and mutual security — all in search of a 
new version of American supremacy.

Obama first had to deal with the disasters of the post-
9/11 years. Looking through history’s rearview mirror, 
Bush-Cheney Republicans imagined the Middle East was 
the on-ramp to greater world power and burned up at least 
$2 trillion and much of US prestige in a misbegotten at-
tempt to make that illusion a reality. Since the first day of 
his presidency, Obama has been trying to pull back from or 
ameliorate (though with only modest success) the resulting 
Bush-made miasmas in Afghanistan and Iraq, while resist-
ing constant Republican pressures to reengage fully in the 
permanent, pointless Middle Eastern war that they consid-
er their own. Instead of Bush’s endless occupations with a 
hundred and seventy thousand troops in Iraq and a hundred 
and one thousand in Afghanistan, Obama’s military has ad-
opted a more mobile Middle Eastern footprint of advisers, 
air strikes, drones, and special operations squads. On other 
matters, however, Obama has acted far more boldly.

Covert Cold War Disasters. Obama’s diplomats 
have, for instance, pursued reconciliation with three “rogue” 
states — Burma, Iran, and Cuba — whose seemingly impla-
cable opposition to the US sprang from some of the most 

Alfred W. McCoy is the Harrington professor of his-
tory at the University of Wisconsin-Madison and author, 
most recently, of Torture and Impunity: The US Doctrine 
of Coercive Interrogation, and co-editor of Endless Em-
pire: Europe’s Eclipse, Spain’s Retreat, America’s Decline. 
This article appeared originally in TomDispatch.com.
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disastrous CIA covert interven-
tions of the Cold War.

In 1951, as that “war” gripped 
the globe, Democratic President 
Harry Truman ordered the CIA 
to arm some twelve thousand Na-
tionalist Chinese soldiers who had 
been driven out of their country by 
Communist forces and had taken 
refuge in northern Burma. The 
result: three disastrous attempts 
to invade their former homeland. 
After being slapped back across 
the border by mere provincial 
militia, the Nationalist troops, 
again with covert CIA support, 
occupied Burma’s northeast, 
prompting Rangoon to lodge a 
formal complaint at the UN and 
the US ambassador to Burma to resign in protest.

Not only was this operation one of the great disasters in 
a tangled history of such CIA interventions, forcing a major 
shake-up inside the Agency, but it also produced a lasting 
breach in bilateral relations with Burma, contributing to that 
country’s sense of isolation from the international commu-
nity. Even at the Cold War’s close forty years later, Burma’s 
military junta persisted in its international isolation and 
retain a close dependency relationship with China, thereby 
giving Beijing a special claim to Burma’s rich resources and 
strategic access to the Indian Ocean.

During his first term in office, Obama made a concerted 
effort to heal this strategic breach in Washington’s encircle-
ment of the Eurasian land mass. He sent Hillary Clinton 
on the first formal mission to Burma by a secretary of state 
in more than fifty years; appointed the first ambassador in 
twenty-two years; and, in November 2012, became the first 
president to visit the country which, in an address to stu-
dents at Yangon University, he called the “crossroads of East 
and South Asia” that borders on “the most populated nations 
on the planet.”

Washington’s Cold War blunders were genuinely bipar-
tisan. Following Truman and drawing on his experience as 

Allied commander for Europe during World War II, Repub-
lican President Dwight Eisenhower proceeded to wage the 
Cold War from the White House with the National Security 
Council as his staff and the CIA as his secret army. Among 
the one hundred and seventy CIA covert operations in forty-
eight countries that Eisenhower authorized, two must rank 
as major debacles, inflicting especially lasting damage on 
America’s global standing.

In 1953, after Iran’s populist Prime Minister Mohammad 
Mossadeq challenged Britain’s imperial monopoly over his 
country’s oil industry, Eisenhower authorized a covert re-
gime-change operation to be engineered by the CIA and Brit-
ish intelligence. Though the CIA came perilously close to fail-
ure, it did finally succeed in installing in power the young and 
untested Mohammed Reza Pahlavi as shah, and then helped 
him consolidate his autocratic rule by training a secret po-
lice, the notorious Savak, in torture and surveillance. While 
Washingtonians toasted the delicious brilliance of this se-
cret-agent-style derring-do, Iranians seethed until 1979 when 
demonstrators ousted the shah and students stormed the US 
embassy, producing a thirty-five-year breach in relations that 
weakened Washington’s position in the Middle East.

In September 2013, spurning neoconservative calls for a 
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military solution to the “Iranian problem,” Obama dramati-
cally announced the first direct contact with that country’s 
leader since 1979. In this way, he launched two years of sus-
tained diplomacy that culminated in an historic agreement 
to halt Iran’s nuclear program. From a geopolitical perspec-
tive, this prospective entente, or at least truce, avoided the 
sort of military action yearned for by Republicans that would 
have mired Washington in yet another Middle Eastern war, 
and which would also have voided any chance for what, in 
2011, Secretary of State Clinton first termed 
“a pivot to new global realities.” She spoke 
as well in a 2014 Beijing press conference 
of “our strategic turn to the Asia-Pacific,” 
a policy which Obama would tout as “our 
pivot to Asia.”

During his last months in office in 1960, 
President Eisenhower also infamously au-
thorized a CIA invasion of Cuba, confident 
that a thousand ragtag Cuban exiles backed 
by US airpower could somehow overthrow 
Fidel Castro’s entrenched revolutionary re-
gime. Inheriting this operation and sens-
ing disaster, President John F. Kennedy 
forced the CIA to scale back its plans but 
did not stop the agency from proceeding. 
So it dumped those exiles on a remote beach 
fifty impassable miles of trackless, tangled 
swamp from their planned mountain refuge, and sat back as 
Castro’s air force bombed them into surrender.

For the next forty years, the resulting rupture in dip-
lomatic relations and the US embargo of Cuba weakened 
Washington’s position in the Cold War, the Caribbean, and 
even southern Africa. After decades of diplomatic isolation 
and economic embargo failed to change the Communist 
regime, President Obama initiated a thaw in relations, cul-
minating in the July 2015 reopening of the US embassy in 
Havana, closed for nearly fifty-five years.

Obama’s Dollar Diplomacy. Moving from repair to 
revival, from past to future, President Obama has been using 
America’s status as the planet’s number one consumer na-
tion to create a new version of dollar diplomacy. His strategy 
is aimed at drawing China’s Eurasian trading partners back 
into Washington’s orbit. While Beijing has been moving to 
bring parts of Africa, Asia, and Europe into a unified “world 
island” with China at its epicenter, Obama has countered 
with a bold geopolitics that would trisect that vast land mass 
by redirecting its trade toward the US.

During the post-9/11 decade when Washington was spill-
ing blood and treasure onto desert sands, Beijing was invest-
ing trillions of dollars of its trade surplus with the US in plans 
for the economic integration of the vast Eurasian land mass. 
In the process, it has already built or is building an elaborate 
infrastructure of high-speed, high-volume railroads, and oil 
and natural gas pipelines across the vast breadth of what Sir 

Halford Mackinder once dubbed the “world island.” Speak-
ing of pivots to Asia and elsewhere, in a 1904 scholarly essay 
titled “The Geographical Pivot of History,” this renowned 
British geographer, who started the study of geopolitics, re-
drew the world map, reconceptualizing Africa, Asia and Eu-
rope not as three separate continents, but as a vast single land 
mass whose sheer size could, if somehow integrated, make it 
the epicenter of global power.

In a bid to realize Mackinder’s vision a century later, 
China has set out to unify Eurasia economi-
cally through massive construction financed 
by loans, foreign aid, and a new Asian In-
frastructure Investment Bank that has al-
ready attracted fifty-seven members, includ-
ing some of Washington’s staunchest allies. 
With $4 trillion in hard-currency reserves, 
China has invested $630 billion of it over-
seas in the last decade, mostly within this 
tri-continental world island.

As an index of influence, China now ac-
counts for seventy-nine percent of all foreign 
investment in Afghanistan, seventy percent 
in Sierra Leone, and eighty-three percent in 
Zimbabwe. With a massive infusion of in-
vestment that will reach $1 trillion by 2025, 
China has managed to double its annual 
trade with Africa over the past four years to 

$222 billion, three times America’s $73 billion. Beijing is also 
mobilizing military forces potentially capable of surgically 
slicing through the arc of bases, naval armadas, and military 
alliances with which Washington has ringed the world island 
from England to Japan since 1945.

In recent months, however, Obama has unleashed a coun-
tervailing strategy, seeking to split the world island economically 
along its continental divide at the Ural Mountains through two 
trade agreements that aim to capture nothing less than “the cen-
tral global pole position” for “almost two-thirds of world GDP 
[gross domestic product] and nearly three-quarters of world 
trade.” With the impending approval of the Trans-Pacific Part-
nership (TPP), Washington hopes to redirect much of the vast 
trade in the Asian half of Eurasia toward North America.

Should another set of parallel negotiations prove successful 
by their target date of 2016, Washington will reorient the Euro-
pean Union’s portion of Eurasia, which still has the world’s larg-
est single economy and another sixteen percent of world trade, 
toward the US through the Transatlantic Trade and Investment 
Partnership (TTIP).

Finally, in a stroke of personal diplomacy that much of the 
US media misconstrued as a sentimental journey, Obama has 
been courting African nations aggressively, convening a White 
House summit for more than fifty of that continent’s leaders in 
2014 and making a state visit to East Africa in July 2015. With its 
usual barbed insight, Beijing’s Global Times has quite accurately 
identified the real aim of Obama’s Africa diplomacy as “off-set-
ting China’s growing influence and recovering past US leverage.”

Sir Harold Mackinder.
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Trade Treaties. When grandmasters play the great game 
of geopolitics, there is, almost axiomatically, a certain sangfroid 
to their moves, an indifference to any resulting collateral damage 
at home or abroad. These two treaties, so central to Obama’s geo-
political strategy, will bring in their wake both diplomatic gains 
and high social costs. Think of it in blunt terms as the choice 
between maintaining the empire abroad and sustaining democ-
racy at home.

In his sevenyears in office, Obama has invested diplomatic 
and political capital in advancing the Trans-
Pacific Partnership, a prospective treaty that 
carefully excludes China from member-
ship in an apparent bid to split its would-be 
world island right down its Pacific littoral. 
Surpassing any other economic alliance 
except the European Union, this treaty will 
bind the US and eleven nations around the 
Pacific basin, including Australia, Canada, 
Chile, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, and Viet-
nam, which represents $28 trillion in com-
bined GDP, equal to forty percent of gross 
world product and a third of all global trade. 
By sweeping up areas like agriculture, data 
flows, and service industries, this treaty as-
pires to a Pacific economic integration un-
paralleled in any existing trade pact. In the 
process, it would draw these highly produc-
tive nations away from China and into America’s orbit.

Not surprisingly, Obama has faced ferocious opposition 
within his own party from Senator Elizabeth Warren and oth-
ers who are sharply critical of the highly secretive nature of the 
negotiations for the pact and the way it is likely to degrade labor 
and environmental laws in the US. So scathing was this critique 
that, in June 2015, Obama needed Republican votes to win Senate 
approval for “fast track” authority to complete the final round of 
negotiations in coming months.

To pull at the western axis of China’s would-be world island, 
Obama is also aggressively pursuing negotiations for the TTIP 
with the European Union and its $18 trillion economy. The treaty 
seeks fuller economic integration between Europe and America 
by meshing government regulations on matters such as auto 
safety in ways that might add some $270 billion to their annual 
trade.

By transferring control over consumer safety, the environ-
ment, and labor from democratic states to closed, pro-business 
arbitration tribunals, argues a coalition of a hundred and seventy 
European civil society groups, the TTIP, like its Pacific counter-
part, will exact a high social cost from participating countries. 
While the European Union’s labyrinthine layers of bureaucracy 
and the complexity of relations among its sovereign states make 
completion of negotiations within the year unlikely, the TTIP 
treaty, propelled by Obama’s singular determination, is mov-
ing at light speed compared to the laggard Doha round of World 
Trade Organization negotiations, now in year twelve of incon-
clusive talks with no end in sight.

Grandmasters of Geopolitics. In his determined 
pursuit of this grand strategy, Obama has revealed himself as 
one of the few US leaders since America’s rise to world power 
in 1898 who can play this particular great game of imperial 
domination with the requisite balance of vision and ruthless-
ness. Forget everyone’s nominee for master diplomat, Henry 
Kissinger, who was as inept as he was ruthless, extending the 
Vietnam War by seven bloody years to mask his diplomatic 
failure, turning East Timor over to Indonesia for decades of 

slaughter until its inevitable indepen-
dence, cratering US credibility in Latin 
America by helping to install a murderous 
military dictatorship in Chile, and mis-
managing Moscow in ways that extended 
the Cold War by another fifteen years. 
Kissinger’s career, as international law 
specialist Richard Falk wrote recently, has 
been marked by “his extraordinary capac-
ity to be repeatedly wrong about almost 
every major foreign policy decision made 
by the US government over the course of 
the last half-century.”

Once we subject other American 
leaders to a similar calculus of costs and 
benefits, we are, surprisingly enough, left 
with just three grandmasters of geopoli-
tics: Elihu Root, the original architect 

of America’s rise to global power; Zbigniew Brzezinski, na-
tional security adviser to President Carter, who shattered the 
Soviet Empire, making the US the world’s sole superpower; 
and Barack Obama, who is defending that status and offering 
a striking imperial blueprint for how to check China’s rise. 
In each case, their maneuvers have been supple and subtle 
enough that they have eluded both contemporary observers 
and later historians.

Many American presidents — think Theodore Roosevelt, 
Franklin D. Roosevelt, George H.W. Bush, and Bill Clinton 
— have been capable diplomats, skilled at negotiating trea-
ties or persuading allies to do their bidding. But surprisingly 
few world leaders, American or otherwise, have a capacity 
for mastering both the temporal and spatial dimensions of 
global power — that is, the connections between present ac-
tions and often distant results, as well as an intuitive ability 
to grasp the cultural, economic, and military forces whose 
sum is geopolitics. Mastering both of these skills involves 
seeing beneath the confusion of current events and under-
standing the deeper currents of historical change. Root and 
Brzezinski both had an ability to manipulate the present mo-
ment to advance long-term American interests while alter-
ing, often fundamentally, the future balance of global power. 
Though little noticed in the avalanche of criticism that has all 
but buried his accomplishments in the Oval Office, Obama 
seems to be following in their footsteps.

Elihu Root, Architect of American Power. All 

Elihu Root.
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but forgotten today, Elihu Root was the true architect of 
America’s transformation from an insular continental na-
tion into a major player on the world stage. About the time 
Sir Halford Mackinder was imagining his new model for 
studying global power, Root was building an institutional 
infrastructure at home and abroad for the actual exercise of 
that power.

After a successful thirty-year career as a corporate law-
yer representing the richest of robber barons, the most venal 
of trusts, and even New York’s outrageously corrupt William 
“Boss” Tweed, Root devoted the rest of his long 
life to modernizing the American state as sec-
retary of war, secretary of state, US senator and, 
finally, plenipotentiary extraordinaire. Not only 
did he shape the conduct of US foreign policy for 
the century to come, but he also played an out-
sized role, particularly for a cabinet secretary of 
a then-peripheral power, in influencing the char-
acter of an emerging international community.

As a prominent attorney, Root under-
stood that the Constitution’s protection of 
individual liberties and states’ rights had 
created an inherently weak federal bureau-
cracy, ill-suited for the concerted projection 
of American imperial power beyond its bor-
ders. To transform this “patchwork” state 
and its divided society — still traumatized 
by the Civil War — into a world power, Root 
spent a quarter-century in the determined pursuit of three 
intertwined objectives: fashioning the fragmentary federal 
government into a potent apparatus for overseas expansion, 
building a consensus among the country’s elites for such an 
activist foreign policy, and creating new forms of global gov-
ernance open to Washington’s influence.

As secretary of war (1899-1904), Root reformed the 
Army’s antiquated structure, creating a centralized gener-
al staff, establishing a modern war college, and expanding 
professional training for officers. Through this transforma-
tion, the military moved far beyond its traditional mission 
of coastal defense and became an increasingly agile force for 
overseas expansion — in China, the Philippines, the Carib-
bean, Latin America, and, ultimately, Europe itself. With his 
eye firmly fixed on America’s ascent, Root also covered up 
atrocities that accompanied the army’s extraordinarily bru-
tal pacification of the Philippines.

As secretary of state (1907-1909), senator (1909-1915), and 
special envoy to Russia (1917), Root then led a sustained dip-
lomatic effort to make the country, for the first time, a real 
presence in the community of nations. To insert Washington 
— until then at the periphery of a world politics still centered 
on Europe — in the game of global power projection, Secre-
tary of State Root launched an unprecedented tour of Latin 
America in 1906, winning the continent’s support.

With the backing of seventeen Latin republics among 
the forty-four nations present, Washington gained sufficient 

geopolitical clout at the Second Hague Peace Conference in 
1907 to conclude the first broad international legal agree-
ment on the laws of war. To house the Permanent Court of 
Arbitration, the world’s first ongoing institution for global 
governance, which emerged from the Hague peace confer-
ences, Root’s friend Andrew Carnegie spent $1.5 million, a 
vast sum at the time, to build the lavish Peace Palace at The 
Hague in 1913. A year later, as chair of the Carnegie Endow-
ment for International Peace (1910-1925), Root helped estab-
lish The Hague Academy of International Law housed within 

that Peace Palace.
Simultaneously, he cemented a close al-

liance with Britain by promoting treaties to 
resolve territorial disputes that had roiled re-
lations with the world’s preeminent power for 
the better part of a century. That effort won 
him the Nobel Peace Prize in 1912. Even in re-
tirement at age seventy-five, Root served on a 
League of Nations committee that established 
the Permanent Court of International Justice, 
realizing his long-held vision of the interna-
tional community as an assembly of sovereign 
states governed by the rule of law.

Throughout these decades, Root was 
careful to cultivate support for an assertive 
foreign policy among the country’s ruling 
East Coast elites. As the culmination of this 
effort, in 1918 he led a group of financiers, in-

dustrialists, and corporate lawyers in establishing the Coun-
cil on Foreign Relations in New York, which soon became 
the country’s most influential forum for shaping public con-
sensus for an expansive foreign policy. He also cultivated 
academic specialists at leading universities nationwide, us-
ing their expertise to shape and support his foreign policy 
ideas. In sum, Root recast American society to forge a nexus 
of money, influence, and intellect that would sustain US for-
eign policy for the next century.

Zbigniew Brzezinski, Destroyer of Empires. Dur-
ing Jimmy Carter’s presidency foreign policy came under 
the charge of an underestimated figure, National Security 
Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski. Émigré Polish aristocrat, pro-
fessor of international relations, and an autodidact when it 
came to geopolitics, he was above all an intellectual acolyte 
of Sir Halford Mackinder. Through both action and analy-
sis, Brzezinski made Mackinder’s concept of Eurasia as the 
world island and its vast interior heartland as the “pivot” of 
global power his own. He would prove particularly adept 
at applying Sir Halford’s famous dictum: “Who rules East 
Europe commands the Heartland; Who rules the Heartland 
commands the World-Island; Who rules the World-Island 
commands the world.”

Wielding a $100 million CIA covert operation like a sharp-
ened wedge, Brzezinski drove radical Islam from Afghanistan 
into the “heartland” of Soviet Central Asia, drawing Moscow 

 Zbigniew Brzezinski.
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into a debilitating decade-long Afghan war that weakened 
Russia sufficiently for Eastern Europe to finally break free 
from the Soviet empire. With a calculus that couldn’t have 
been more coldblooded, he understood and rationalized the 
untold misery and unimaginable human suffering his strategy 
inflicted through ravaged landscapes, the millions his policy 
uprooted from ancestral villages and turned into refugees, 
and the countless Afghan dead and wounded. Dismissing the 
long-term damage as “some stirred-up Moslems,” as he saw 
it, none of it added up to a hill of beans compared to the im-
portance of striking directly into the Eurasian heartland to 
free Eastern Europe, half a continent away, and shatter the 
Soviet empire. And these results did indeed mark Brzezinski 
as a grandmaster of geopolitics in all its ruthless realpolitik. 
(Mind you, the future suffering from those “stirred-up Mos-
lems” now includes the rise of al-Qaeda, 9/11, and America’s 
second Afghan War, as well as the unsettling of the Greater 
Middle East thanks to the growth of the Islamic extremism he 
first nurtured.)

In 1998, in retirement, Brzezinski again applied Sir Hal-
ford’s theory, this time in a book titled The Grand Chessboard, 
a geopolitical treatise on America’s capacity for extending its 
global hegemony. Although Washington was still basking in 
the pre-9/11 glow of its newly won grandeur as the world’s 
sole superpower, he could already imagine the geopolitical 
constraints that might come into play and undermine that 
status. If the US then seemed a colossus standing astride the 
world, Eurasia still remained “the globe’s most important 
playing field ... with preponderance over the entire Eurasian 
continent serving as the central basis for global primacy.”

That Eurasian “megacontinent,” Brzezinski observed, “is 
just too large, too populous, culturally too varied, and composed 
of too many historically ambitious and politically energetic states 
to be compliant toward even the most economically successful 
and politically preeminent global power.” Washington, he pre-
dicted, could continue its half-century dominion over the “oddly 
shaped Eurasian chessboard — extending from Lisbon to Vladi-
vostok” only as long as it could preserve its unchallenged “perch 
on the Western periphery,” while the vast “middle space” does 
not become “an assertive single entity,” and the Eastern end of 
the world continent did not unify itself in a way that might lead 
to “the expulsion of America from its offshore bases.” Should any 
of these critical conditions change, Brzezinski warned propheti-
cally, “a potential rival to America might at some point arise.”

Barack Obama, Defender of US Global Hegemony. 
Less than a decade later, China emerged to challenge Amer-
ica’s control of Eurasia and so threaten Washington’s stand-

ing as the globe’s great hegemon. While the US military was 
mired in the Middle East, Beijing quietly began working to 
unify that vast “middle space” of Eurasia, while preparing to 
neutralize America’s “offshore bases.”

By the time Barack Obama entered the Oval Office in 
2009, there were already the first signs of a serious geopoliti-
cal challenge that only the president and his closest advisers 
seemed to recognize. In a speech to the Australian parliament 
in November 2011, Obama said: “Let there be no doubt: in the 
Asia-Pacific in the twenty-first century, the US of America is 
all in.” After two long wars in Iraq and Afghanistan “that cost 
us dearly, in blood and treasure, “ he explained, “the US is 
turning our attention to the vast potential of the Asia Pacific 
region,” which is “the world’s fastest-growing region — and 
home to more than half the global economy.” His initial de-
ployment of just twenty-five hundred US troops to Australia 
seemed a slender down payment on his “deliberate and stra-
tegic decision” to become America’s first “Pacific president,” 
producing a great deal of premature criticism and derision.

Four years later, one CNN commentator would still be call-
ing this “Obama’s pivot to nowhere.” Even seasoned foreign 
policy commentator Fareed Zakaria would ask, in early 2015, 
“Whatever happened to the pivot to Asia?” Answering his own 
question, Zakaria argued that the president was still mired in the 
Middle East and the centerpiece of that pivot, the Trans-Pacific 
Partnership, seemed to be facing certain defeat in Congress.

To the consternation of his critics, from Iran to Cuba, 
and from Burma to the Pacific Ocean, in the waning months 
of his presidency Obama has revealed himself as an Ameri-
can strategist potentially capable of laying the groundwork 
for the continued planetary dominion of the US deep into 
the twenty-first century. In the last thirteen months of his 
presidency, with a bit of grit and luck and a final diplomatic 
surge — concluding the nuclear treaty with Iran to prevent 
another debilitating Middle Eastern conflict, winning con-
gressional approval of the Trans-Pacific Partnership, and 
completing negotiations for the Transatlantic Trade and In-
vestment Partnership — Obama just might secure the US a 
significant extension of its waning global hegemony.

Specifics aside, the world’s two most powerful nations, 
China and the US, seem to have developed conflicting geo-
political strategies to guide their struggle for global power. 
Whether Beijing will succeed in moving ever further toward 
unifying Asia, Africa, and Europe into that world island, or 
whether Washington will persist with Obama’s strategy of 
splitting that land mass along its axial divisions via trans-
oceanic trade, won’t become clear for another decade or two.
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In 1947 Michigan’s Senator Arthur Vandenberg advised 
the ill-equipped President Harry Truman on the eve of 
the Cold War that the best way to convince the public 

to support cold and hot wars was by “scaring the hell out 
of Americans.” Truman “did 
just that,” wrote Robert Mann 
in his first-rate “A Grand De-
lusion: America’s Descent 
into Vietnam,” by “painting 
a picture of a world teetering 
toward Communist domina-
tion.” With an ample supply of 
“enemies” readily available, it’s 
been the Holy Grail since then, 
leading directly to our valiant 
victories over the military be-
hemoths of Grenada and Pan-
ama, and then on to Vietnam, 
Iraq, Afghanistan, and many 
more to come.

The New York Times re-
cently featured an article — 
which, for a newspaper that 
once served as Bush-Cheney’s 
echo by initially backing the 
invasion of Iraq before later apologizing because, it claimed, 
their sources had got it wrong — was headlined “Despite 
Cuts, Army Is Alert for Threats In Europe.” An ominous 
sentence warned of “an expanding effort to deter the latest 
threats [sic] from Russia with a fraction of the forces it had 
once deployed across the continent.” Then, undeterred by 
its Iraq-sourcing fiasco, the Times followed up with another 
(leaked?) piece, claiming Putin’s Russia was militarily stron-
ger than previously believed, both articles implying that we 
were short of more “defense” money, more weapons, more 
nukes and more contracts for our Merchants of Death.

And since conventional journalism requires a “respon-
sible” news organ to present two sides to every argument, 

someone happily inserted a brief protestation in the first arti-
cle by quoting a rare critic, Rep. Jared Polis, a Colorado Dem-
ocrat: “We should not continue to subsidize the defense of 
wealthy European nations against a Soviet threat that ceased 

to exist two decades ago.” 
But who ever heard of Po-

lis or even Jacob Hornberger, 
a libertarian editor, who won-
dered in his blog, “How can 
anyone still be an interven-
tionist?” — especially after de-
cades of military failures.

Easy. Never forget Arthur 
Vandenberg’s counsel, add in 
a few satanic foes, and then 
spread the word in schools 
and through the mass media, 
opportunistic pundits, politi-
cians and presidents.

Not to be outdone, a col-
umn in Rupert Murdoch’s 
Wall Street Journal, the flag-
ship of American capitalism 
and “exceptionalism,” fretted 
about the danger arising in 

the mysterious East, where due to challenges posed by China 
“the credibility of America’s security guarantees to its Asian 
allies is on the line.” At least the writer had the good sense to 
warn that a war with China “would be unlike any America 
has faced since World War II.”

Still, with the possible exception of the Iran nuclear 
agreement, regime change and reliance on military muscle 
remain the favored solutions in a Washington swarming 
with chicken-hawks eager to send our soldier-kids to for-
eign lands to demonstrate that America’s “credibility” is the 
last, best hope of mankind — a folly that Kevin Phillips once 
scorned in The American Conservative magazine when he re-
jected talk of an invasion of Iraq as “a war-policy recklessness 
that makes Barry Goldwater look like Mahatma Gandhi.”

David Brooks, the Times’s philosophical Burkean conserva-

Murray Polner

‘Scaring the Hell Out of Americans’

Our Boubon Foreign Policy

Murray Polner co-edits Shalom.

July 27, 1946: Senator Arthur Vandenberg of Michigan speak-
ing at an airport ceremony marking departure of Secretary of 
State James Byrnes for the Paris Peace Conference.
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tive, added his own mournful lament from on high about those 
glorious years when America owned the world. “Th e United 
States,” he wrote in his column, “is no longer willing to occupy 
the commanding heights and oversee global order.” Not so fast, 
David. Th e US military is in Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, Pakistan, 
Somalia, Syria and Yemen, not to mention Ukraine, the Baltic 
States and the waters close by Putin’s Russia, as well around the 
globe in hundreds of military bases.

But I like best the way the late Charley Reese, a Mencken-
esque iconoclast and longtime Orlando Sentinel columnist put it 
when, at the height of the Vietnam War, he asked if his pro-war 
readers were willing to send their kids to their local recruiting 
station. 

“Th ere is an easy way to assess foreign policy initiatives 
such as making defense commitments or sending American 
troops on foreign missions,” wrote Reese. “First of all, deter-
mine the objective. Th en ask yourself these two questions: 
Would you be willing to die to achieve this objective? Would 
you be willing to see my children die to achieve this objec-
tive? If the answers are no, then oppose it.”

So be wary of our many right-, center- and left -wing 
hawks who are willing to send your son or daughter to war 
while their own dwell in safety. Ask our pugnacious home-
front warriors what, precisely, they and their family are pre-
pared to sacrifi ce in our next war.

But don’t expect an answer. Y

A brass Hanukkah menorah. Russia, 1890. National Museum of American Jewish History.

Wishing all of our readers a joyful and peaceful Hanukkah!
– The Jewish Peace Fellowship and the editors of SHALOM

{ SHALOM: Jewish Peace Letter will return in February 2016. }
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