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From Where I Sit



Cries for American military preparedness are 
growing louder and louder by the day, rising, circling, 
and echoing one another in a frenzy that even the aw-

fulness of events in Ukraine and many other places doesn’t 
quite explain. The 
reason, according 
to Leon Wiesel-
tier, David Brooks 
and other proph-
ets of American 
Destiny is that (as 
I quoted Wiesel-
tier in a March 
10 Washington 
Monthly blog 
posting, (“Leon 
W i e s e l t i e r ’ s 
Moral Posturing 
on Crimea Sug-
gests He Learned 
Nothing from His 
Moral Posturing 
on Iraq”), Presi-
dent Obama “is 
not raising the 
country up, he is 
tutoring it in ruefulness and futility…”

You might think there’d be other, better explanations 
for the foreign-policy disappointments of a behemoth such 
as the United States, and the conservative outcry prompted 
a long New York Times editorial, “President Obama and the 
World,” mentioning some of them, and a column by Thomas 
Friedman (“It’s Not Just About Obama”), both published 
May 3, reminding us that Obama had predecessors who re-
ally, truly damaged American credibility and power.

But there’s another dimension of our foreign-policy 

problems that almost everyone but me has been too polite to 
mention: a small chorus of critics who are themselves dam-
aged,  gnarled, frightened, and waving Salome-like veils of 
erudition and idealism to disguise their obsession with a 

world they seem 
driven to remind 
us is colder, dark-
er, and harder 
than Obama and 
feckless liberals 
ever imagined.

W i e s e l t i e r 
and Brooks are 
members of this 
“blame the feck-
less liberals” 
chorus, and they 
put themselves 
on display this 
spring in a man-
ner so predictable 
and annoying 
that it begs a little 
deconstruction.

Because of 
Obama, Wieselti-

er explained in “The Inconveniences of History” (newrepub-
lic.com, April 23), we are “abandoning the world to its chaos 
and its cruelty, and disqualifying ourselves from acting on 
behalf of the largest and the most liberating ideals.”

What none of the prophets has noticed is that we no 
longer have an army with a large pool of fit recruits, or an 
adequate budget, or even a national will, owing partly and 
inescapably to stances that these blowhards of American 
Destiny have urged us to take since before 9/11, and owing to 
the associations and compromises they’ve made.

“The weakness with any democratic foreign policy is the 
problem of motivation,” Brooks frets. “How do you get the 
electorate to support the constant burden of defending the 
liberal system?”

Jim Sleeper

If America Is Weak, Who Made It Weak?

Leon Wieseltier: “...the United States seems no longer reliable in emergencies.”
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How, indeed, when ”Ameri-
cans Want to Pull Back From World 
Stage,” as the Wall Street Journal 
reported on April 30, citing a WSJ/
NBC poll showing that forty-seven 
percent of Americans “called for a 
less-active role in world affairs,… a 
much larger share than in similar 
polling in 2001, 1997, and 1995.”

How, indeed, to motivate the 
electorate when, as the poll also re-
ports, Americans are “disenchanted 
with a U.S. economic system that 
many believe is stacked against 
them.”?

How can Brooks and Wiesel-
tier motivate anyone after spend-
ing years serving a movement and 
powerful interests that can’t rec-
oncile their supposed commitment 
to republican-ordered liberty with 
their knee-jerk service to a casino-
financed, predatory-marketing jug-
gernaut that’s dissolving republican 
virtues, morale, and even sovereign-
ty? Nationalist nostalgia and scape-
goating are their timeless resorts.

It was bad enough that Wieseltier’s March 7 column in 
The New Republic recalled “the glory of the cold war, the 
courage and the justice of the struggle against the Soviet 
Union,” adding that now, too “the borderlands of Russia, 
and some places beyond, are looking increasingly like black 
squares and white squares to me.” But his latest supplications 
on April 23 for aggressive American leadership reach a new 
crescendo in Wieseltier’s threnody for history’s — and, in ef-
fect, America’s — new victims:

The Ukrainians, the Syrians, the Iranians, the 
Israelis, the Palestinians, the Egyptians, the Saudis, 
the Moldovans, the Poles, the Czechs, the Japanese, 
the Taiwanese, the Baltic populations: they are all 
living with the jitters, and some of them on the cusp 
of despair, because the United States seems no lon-
ger reliable in emergencies.

I can only try to imagine what must have been Wieselti-
er’s contempt for Dwight Eisenhower, who abandoned Hun-
garians revolting against Moscow in 1956; for Lyndon John-
son and Richard Nixon, who abandoned Czechoslovakia in 
1968; for Ronald Reagan, who sat on his hands throughout 
the long travails of Polish Solidarity in 1981, leaving them to 
the pope; and for George H. W. Bush, who aroused and then 
betrayed the Kurds in 1992.

I can’t find any of Wieseltier’s remonstrances against 
these American betrayals of peoples on the cusp of despair. 

Perhaps he was too busy hymning 
the glories of Eisenhower’s installa-
tion of the Shah of Iran, Kennedy’s 
invasion of the Bay of Pigs, John-
son’s waging of the Vietnam War, 
Reagan’s propping up the Argentine 
junta and empowering the Afghan 
mujahideen and Nicaraguan and 
Salvadorean “freedom fighters.”

Only now has Wieseltier decid-
ed that, under Obama, “the United 
States… responds to oppressed and 
threatened people by making them 
more lonely and afraid.” Apparently 
he wants us to respond to them as 
we did those just mentioned, back 
when no Obama or Jimmy Carter 
was in office.

Assessing Obama’s turn to, 
what seems to him, a limp-wristed 
containment, Wieseltier advises 
that “The grim fact is that Obama’s 
containment is not containing Pu-
tin, whose ‘green men’ and people’s 
republics and Big Lies and Russo-
philic incitement and covert opera-
tions and military deployments are 

undeterred by it.”
Oh, for the days when evil abroad was stopped cold by 

our military social workers and Green Zone republics and 
reports of Weapons of Mass Destruction and nationalist 
excitements (as in the run-up to the Iraq War) and Special 
Forces and military deployments!

Need one be some kind of Marxist to question this? How 
about just a civic republican, heartbroken at seeing the mil-
lions of Americans thrown out of their homes (and blamed 
by Brooks for their indiscipline), and the many thousands 
gunned down or wounded for life, not only abroad but, in-
creasingly, in their own hometowns? Wieseltier and Brooks 
imagine that they have clean hands at home and that they 
have grand-strategic omniscience abroad and that other 
Americans need to listen to them. “All around, the fabric of 
peace and order is fraying,” Brooks warns us (“Saving the 
System,” The New York Times, April 28), as if he’d had noth-
ing to do with it. “The leaders of Russia and Ukraine escalate 
their apocalyptic rhetoric. The Sunni-Shiite split worsens 
as Syria and Iraq slide into chaos. China pushes its weight 
around in the Pacific.”

Luckily for Brooks’s readers:

“I help teach a grand strategy course at Yale, 
and I asked my colleagues to make sense of what’s 
going on. Charles Hill, who was a legendary State 
Department officer before going to Yale, wrote back: 
….‘when an established international system enters 

David Brooks: Trying to deflect growing Ameri-
can doubts about the Iraq War, he told the 
wavering to “Get a grip.”
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its phase of deterioration, many leaders nonethe-
less respond with insouciance, obliviousness, and 
self-congratulation. When the wolves of the world 
sense this, they, of course, will begin to make their 
moves to probe the ambiguities of the aging system 
and pick off choice pieces to devour at their leisure.”

 “This is what Putin is doing [Hill continues]; “this is 
what China has been moving toward doing in the maritime 
waters of Asia; this is what in the largest sense the upheavals 
of the Middle East are all about: i.e., who and what politico-
ideological force will emerge as hegemon over the region in 
the new order to come. The old order, once known as ‘the 
American Century,’ has been situated within ‘the modern 
era,’ an era which appears to be stalling out after some 300-
plus years. The replacement era will not be modern and will 
not be a nice one.”

Brooks called Charles Hill a “legendary foreign service 
office” ten years ago, too, in his Times column of April 10, 
2004, and there he joined Hill in trying to deflect growing 
American doubts about the Iraq War. Brooks told the wa-
vering to “Get a grip” and stop being “Chicken Littles like 
Ted Kennedy,” who Brooks said were “ranting that Iraq is 
another Vietnam.” He revealed then that “leadership in the 
U.S. is for once cool and resolved” and that “We’re going to 
wait for the holy period to end and crush Sadr…. As Charles 
Hill… observed, ‘I’ve been pleasantly surprised by the bold-
ness and resolve.’”

A quick study of the pronouncements of Hill — who left 
the Reagan State Department, where he had been the top aide 
to Secretary of State George Shultz after the Iran-Contra spe-
cial prosecutor caught them dissimulating about what they’d 
known about that scandal and when — shows that Hill has 
dictated more than a few of Brooks’ columns since 1993.

In Foreign Policy magazine (“Grand Strategic Failure,” 
August 13, 2010, foreignpolicy.com) and in a longer column 
that ran originally in TPM (talkingpointsmemo.com) and is 
on my Web site (“What Politics Does to History, via George 
Schultz & Charles Hill,” September 10, 2012, jimsleeper.com), 
I’ve shown that Hill is indeed legendary for serving whom-
ever employs him, exactly as a Foreign Service officer serves 
whatever administration is in power. He subtly insinuates his 
own Vulcan/Cromwellian worldview into the policy line of 
the moment. For his prevarications, the Iran-Contra special 
counsel’s report called him “unworthy.” I hope that anyone 
tempted to credit him will read these two essays.

Before Hill became Brooks’ “legendary” foreign-policy 
sage of the past decade, he joined Wieseltier and other arm-
chair warriors on Sept. 20, 2001, as Ground Zero lay smok-
ing, to send President Bush strategic and moral advice on the 

letterhead of William Kristol’s neoconservative Project for 
the New American Century (PNAC):

“[E]ven if evidence does not link Iraq directly to the 
attack, any strategy aiming at the eradication of ter-
rorism and its sponsors must include a determined 
effort to remove Saddam Hussein from power in 
Iraq. Failure to undertake such an effort will consti-
tute an early and perhaps decisive surrender in the 
war on international terrorism.”

Days later, Hill assessed President Bush’s leadership for 
the Yale Daily News, which asked him if he’d seen a change 
in Bush’s leadership since 9/11:

 “[W]hat we have seen in the president’s behavior is a 
string of more and more able performances, more and more 
firm and definitive performances,” Hill told the student re-
porter. “And this is what you want to see. It’s a growing pro-
cess, and I don’t see any limitation to this growth.”

Years later, when the PNAC letter to Bush urging war 
on Iraq became widely known, Hill would tell the student 
paper that he didn’t know how his name had gotten on the 
document and that he’d tried to get it removed. A response 
posted on the newspaper’s website by PNAC executive direc-
tor Gary Schmitt discredited him decisively, closing with, 
“Sorry, Charlie.”

In 2003, on the eve of the Iraq War, Hill told the PBS 
News Hour:

 “It will be a war that will not do great damage to Iraq, to 
its installations, to its infrastructure, or to its people.” Asked 
if the war would be worth an estimated cost of $2 trillion, 
he replied, “I think that’s nothing in terms of what we’re go-
ing to see in 15 years… The benefits will be the restoration of 
American credibility and decisiveness. We’ll see an Iraq that 
is freed from oppression. This situation will also do a lot to 
transform the Israeli-Palestinian situation.”

Brooks’ foreign-policy mentor once described his own 
early and abiding understanding of “world order” as resem-
bling a painting by Hieronymus Bosch in its perversity and 
precariousness. That’s pretty much how Brooks and Wiesel-
tier see it, and Hill urges future grand strategists to become 
omniscient about it by taking “a 360-degree perspective.” 
“Your approach can’t be just military and diplomatic, it also 
has to involve such things as economics, personnel, rheto-
ric, and morale. And you can’t just look outward, because 
somewhere in some basement something is going wrong. 
You can’t neglect anything.”

Who is Hill’s all-seeing, decisive “You,” if not the Ameri-
can administration of his, Brooks’, and Wieseltier’s dreams? 
What if there are three hundred and fifty-nine other players 

Charles Hill “subtly insinuates his own Vulcan/Cromwellian worldview 
into the policy line of the moment.”
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and perspectives? What if economics, personnel, rhetoric, 
and morale can’t be harnessed and driven by Hill’s “You” to-
ward determined ends? What if, instead, such things have 
been set loose, degraded and dissolved by the very alliances, 
compromises, and strategies that “You” have chosen and 
served?

Hill’s answer was clear enough in the spring of 2008, 
when he was named the chief foreign policy advisor to Rudy 
Giuliani, whose presidential campaign is best remembered 
for turns of phrase like “The Terrorists’ War on Us,” and for 
every pronouncement having consisted of “A verb, a noun, 
and ‘9/11,’” as Joe Biden put it mockingly.

Sharing Hill’s “360 degrees” presumptions, Wieseltier 
complains, in his own perverse and backhanded way, that 
Obama “has been trying to escape the Middle East… and 
‘pivot’ to Asia, as if the United States can ever not be almost 
everywhere, leading and influencing, supporting or oppos-
ing, in one fashion or another….” In other words, Wieseltier 
thinks that the US has no choice but to be everywhere and 
that, as he puts it, “only small powers” would think other-
wise.”

If the US is thinking that small, he tells us, it’s thanks 
to “the tiresome futurism of Obama,” who “feels inconve-
nienced by history,” which… regularly exasperates him and 
regularly disappoints him. It flows when he wants it to ebb 
and it ebbs when he wants it to flow….”

But if Obama is captive to a tiresome futurism, Wiesel-
tier is the prisoner of equally tiresome past-ism. He doesn’t 
feel inconvenienced by history; he’s obsessed with it, and he 
demands to be delivered from it by a president who’ll make it 
ebb when the United States wants it to ebb and flow when it 
wants it to flow. As to do anything less, he tells us, would be 
to betray history’s victims:

 “The Obama administration abandons to their fates one 
people after another, who pay the price for the president’s im-
patience with large historical struggles“ because Obama “is 
flummoxed that the world won’t stay saved, or agree to be 
saved at all. After all, he came to save it. And so the world has 
only itself to blame if Obama is sick of it and going home.”

How Wieseltier knows this is unclear, but, rocking back 
and forth in his columnist’s chair, he keeps repeating it litur-
gically, as he did in his column of March 7:

“Having deceived the country into believing that almost 
everything may be accomplished, [Obama] is deceiving it 
into believing that almost nothing may be accomplished,” he 
wrote then. “He is not raising the country up, he is tutoring it 
in ruefulness and futility… The president is too often caught 
off guard by enmity, and by the nastiness of things.

Wieseltier is determined not to be caught off guard by 

the nastiness of things. So is Brooks, though chastened by 
the grand misadventures he supported so credulously and 
vigorously: In a column for the weekly Yale student Herald 
of Nov. 8 2002, he admonished campus critics of the coming 
war that:

“There seems to be a pervasive micromania afoot: We 
have to think small because grand visions never work, and 
if we try to champion democracy in Iraq we will only screw 
it up…. [Y]ou hear pseudo-sophisticates say the interest in 
Iraqi regime change is all about oil — a concept so detached 
from the realities of the world petroleum markets that it 
doesn’t bear a minute’s scrutiny.”

So effective were Brooks, Wieseltier, Kristol, Hill and 
their ilk in marginalizing critics of the war that they helped 
stampede the US into destroying Iraqi hopes and American 
interests in the Middle East in the grandest strategic foreign-
policy blunder in our history.

Now Brooks tells us, with no sense of his own responsi-
bility:

“The U.S. faces a death by a thousand cuts dilemma…. 
It’s not worth it to spend huge amounts of treasure to estab-
lish stability in Syria or defend a Western-oriented Ukraine. 
But, collectively, all the little problems can undermine the 
modern system. No individual ailment is worth the expense 
of treating it, but, collectively, they can kill you.”

What to do? Brooks considers a model of containment 
offered by John Gaddis, another of his “grand strategy” col-
leagues at Yale and a biographer of George Kennan. (See my 
essay, “Kissinger’s Diplomatic Review,” November 14, 2011, 
dissentmagazine.org.) Gaddis wrapped himself so tightly 
around George W. Bush during the last decade that he was 
brought to the White House in 2005 to help draft Bush’s sec-
ond inaugural address and was invited back to receive a Na-
tional Medal of the Humanities.

Now Gaddis, like Brooks, is more chastened and cau-
tious, and advocates a nuanced policy of containment against 
Putin and other rogues in what Brooks calls “a corrective to 
the death-by-a thousand cuts mentality. [Gaddis] argues that 
we should contain these menaces until they collapse inter-
nally….  By not behaving stupidly, by not overextending our-
selves” [as Bush did in Iraq and Afghanistan, for example?] 
“we can,” Gaddis argues, “make sure Putin’s seeds of self-
destruction are more deeply rooted than our own.”

Maybe that’s one way to “champion democracy” this 
time without screwing it up. But Brooks doubts that “time 
is on our side,” and, having labored so mightily in 2002 to 
stampede the American public into Iraq, he worries even 
more now than he did then that ”The weakness with any 
democratic foreign policy is the problem of motivation. How 

Their blind spot is ... almost pre-adolescent faith in the benevolence 
of a statist and militarist power they still hope to mobilize against the 

seductions and terrors rising all around them.
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do you get the electorate to support the constant burden of 
defending the liberal system?”

How, indeed, if you’ve spent years working with people 
and powers that have weakened it? Brooks, Wieseltier, and 
Hill never acknowledge — and here I hope I may be forgiven 
for repeating myself for once, since they do it so often — that 
they can’t square their yearning for republican-ordered lib-
erty with their active service to the whims and riptides of a 
casino-financed, predatory-marketing juggernaut that’s dis-
solving republican virtues, morale, and even sovereignty.

Fatuous though they’ve been as warmongers in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, and pathetic though they look next to Winston 
Churchill, who warned darkly of Hitler’s intentions in the 
1930s, Wieseltier, Brooks, and Hill aren’t wrong to discern the 
rise of a thousand cuts and the unraveling of the American 
capacity to deter them. Their blind spot is willful ignorance 
of their own complicity in that deterioration and their over-
compensatory, almost pre-adolescent faith in the benevolence 
of a statist and militarist power they still hope to mobilize 
against the seductions and terrors rising all around them.

Small wonder that they fell into the arms of George W. 
Bush, Dick Cheney and Donald Rumsfeld. In 2007 Wieseltier 
wrote one of nearly two hundred letters that were sent to a 

federal judge urging clemency for I. Lewis “Scooter” Libby, 
former chief of staff for Vice President Dick Cheney, who’d 
been convicted on charges of lying, perjury, and obstruction 
of justice in the Valerie Plame affair.

In his letter, Wieseltier digresses from his testimony for 
Libby to assure the judge, “I am in no sense a neoconserva-
tive, as many of my neoconservative adversaries will attest. I 
am, to the contrary, the kind of liberal who many neoconser-
vatives like to despise, and that’s fine with me.”

It would have been fine with the court, too, surely, had 
Wieseltier forgone such stylized bleating on his own behalf. 
But he had tracks to cover after serving with Richard Bruce 
(Dick) Cheney, Karl Christian Rove, and others on the ad-
visory board of the Committee for the Liberation of Iraq, 
another now-defunct neoconservative “Committee For” and 
a spawn of Kristol’s PNAC and the American Enterprise In-
stitute.

Instead of acknowledging their deepest feelings openly, 
or even to themselves, the writers I’ve mentioned, who’ve 
brought so much folly and destruction upon their republic, 
are doubling down, more nervous and desperate than ever, 
looking for someone else to blame. Hence their whirling col-
umns and rhythmic incantations.  Y

“It’s the worst mess since the 1930s,” wrote 
William Pfaff, one of our shrewdest commentators 
about world affairs who works for the International 

New York Times (formerly the International Herald Tribune). 
“No one wants war,” Pfaff continued, but “there are people 
in Moscow just like the people in Washington who say, ‘if we 
don’t follow through — if we don’t stand our ground — we’ll 
lose our ‘credibility.’” 

 “Credibility” is the pet word of our many bellicose 
senators, neocons and think-tank chicken-hawks and their 
Moscow counterparts. If Kiev’s interim government should 
collapse, we will hear our latter-day McCarthyites screaming 
“Who Lost Ukraine?” — as if, in the case of China in 1949, it 

was ever ours to lose.
I receive lots of books as a book review editor for an-

other publication. In the past few months several have dealt 
with the one hundredth anniversary of World War I. If the 
books have a common denominator, it is that that war, which 
cost some forty million lives and broke the back of Europe, 
was entirely unnecessary and could have been avoided if one 
or more leaders and countries had any sense of the calamity 
awaiting them and their people. Geoffrey Wawro’s appro-
priately named A Mad Catastrophe is a perfect fit for what 
has recently been happening in the Ukraine. And Sean Mc-
Meekin’s July 1914: Countdown to War excuses no nation, no 
leader, no special interest, the same judgment historians will 
probably reach if we are mad enough to go to war over an ugly 
disputes, tainted with rumors, lies and large areas of gray.

Be careful, Important People in Moscow and Washing-

Murray Polner

Is Ukraine Worth a War?

“A Game of Chicken on a Nuclear Cliff”

Murray Polner is co-editor of Shalom. This article 
originally appeared in the New TimeseXaminer.com.
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ton: You’re being egged on to join in a 
“game of chicken on the edge of the nu-
clear cliff,” as Arno Mayer, the emeritus 
Princeton historian, warned.

The issue has been successfully 
framed by most newspapers, radio and 
TV talk-show hosts and pundits in very 
simple black-and-white terms: Russians 
bad, Ukrainian rebels and US good. The 
same distortion is undoubtedly so, in re-
verse, in Russia, where personal freedom 
is shrinking fast. But here in the Land of 
the Free, you have to search out alterna-
tive media, such as Consortiumnews, 
National Interest, antiwar.com and some 
bloggers for skeptical interpretations. The 
unexamined consensus in our mass me-
dia is that it’s all Vladimir Putin’s fault. 
His indefensible annexation of Crimea 
and increasingly authoritarian Russia 
seem like a continuation of classic tsar-
ist history. Still, the Russian who sympa-
thized with Bush II’s search for the 9/11 terrorists and later 
saved Obama from a revolt in the ranks when he and Kerry 
planned to bomb Syria, now bears all the blame.

The New York Times has done reasonably well covering 
fast-moving, confusing events inside Ukraine, yet it, too, 
also runs slanted, tendentious headlines: “Mr. Putin’s Power 
Play”; “Russia is Quick to Bend the Truth in Describing the 
Situation in Ukraine”; and “Ukraine Sends Force to Stem 
Pro-Russian Militants in the Nation’s East.” It also failed to 
explain how and why, without a shred of evidence, the pre-
disposed Obama administration swallowed unconfirmed re-
ports of Donetsk Jews being required to register as Jews. The 
newspaper also had to retract a bogus, inflammatory photo-
graph, which falsely depicted Russian military forces inside 
eastern Ukraine after the freelance photographer who took it 
said it had actually been taken in Russia.

Still, the Times’s editorial writers forged ahead, urg-
ing the U.S. and its “trans-Atlantic partners” — really, only 
American muscle counts in that mix — to be “prepared to be 
tough with Russia.” In another editorial, “A Familiar Script 
in Ukraine,” the newspaper called on the US and Europe to 
get ready “for a “stern and painful response” should Putin 
move into eastern Ukraine. What that means was left unde-
fined. Andrew Kramer, one of the paper’s better reporters, 
has been covering the Ukrainian brouhaha from the start. In 
a dispatch he put to rest the phony party line that Russians 
are unwanted intruders in eastern Ukraine, writing what has 
been well-known for decades, namely that “some of the po-
litical and business elites of the Donets Basin, an industrial 
and coal-producing region” had backed the ousted former 
Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych and “felt they had 
much to lose after he was deposed.” Moreover, public opin-
ion in eastern Ukraine is very much pro-Russian.

Alongside a Times piece “In Cold 
War Echo, Obama Strategy Favoring 
Containment Writes Off Putin,” Thomas 
Friedman’s April 9 column recounted his 
1998 interview with George Kennan, and 
how Kennan reacted with anger and dis-
may at the Senate’s mindless ratification 
of NATO’s expansion to Russia’s borders. 
Said Kennan: “I think it is a tragic mis-
take….This expansion would make the 
founding fathers of this country turn 
over in their graves. We have signed on to 
protect a whole series of countries, even 
though we have neither the resources nor 
the intention to do so in any serious way.”

Meanwhile, two weeks later, since 
Ukraine was now on every pundit’s 
“must” agenda, Friedman dashed off to 
Kiev. After spending a few days inter-
viewing some locals, the leading light of 
the paper’s op-ed page switched gears, 
apparently setting aside his interview 

with Kennan: “We have to make sure Putin doesn’t kill [a 
supposedly incipient democratic Ukraine] in its crib.” Exact-
ly how to accomplish that was not explained. Shall we send in 
the Marines? Begin a bombing campaign?

Nicholas Kristof, another Times op-ed star, made an 
emotional return to his father’s Ukrainian village and de-
clared, “We should do more to back them up.” In a subse-
quent column about “Moldova, the Next Ukraine,” described 
as Europe’s “poorest country,” Kristof said Moldava’s “love 
for the West is unrequited.” Obama, he suggests, should 
visit Moldova so that he and other “wobbly” — Kristof ’s 
word — politicians from Europe and America can learn how 
to stand up to Russia. Neither of these prominent opinion 
makers offer even a hint that the Russians, too, have their 
interests. As Paul Pillar, who spent twenty-eight years work-
ing for the CIA, noted in the National Interest: “Whether we 
like to think this way or not, Russia has substantially greater 
strategic interest in the distribution of power in an around 
Ukraine that the United States does” — interests threatened 
by shipping missiles and other weapons to the borders Russia 
shares with the Baltic states, Poland and Ukraine.

We desperately need Russian cooperation in many vital 
areas. American troops and war materiel still move through 
Russia to and from Afghanistan. Astronauts of both coun-
tries are now in orbit at the International Space Station. The 
agreement to decommission aged Russian weapon systems 
is ongoing. Russian cooperation to engage Syria and Iran is 
absolutely crucial.

Does anyone know what the US wants in eastern Europe, 
asked Pfaff in the International New York Times, “beyond the 
unacceptable ambition it has displayed since Communism’s 
collapse — and which now has exploded in its face — of 
shoving NATO membership” on Russia’s borders? “This can 

George Kennan reacted with anger 
and dismay at the Senate’s mindless 
ratification of NATO’s expansion to 
Russia’s borders.
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only be understood in Moscow as a hostile act.”
So who’s running the show in Washington concerning 

Ukraine? Does the ship of state have any direction? Off  on 
his quixotic Asian tour, Obama has never explained why 
Ukraine has suddenly become a vital American interest. 
Does Victoria Nuland, ostensibly Kerry’s subordinate in 
the State Department, speak for Obama? Did the taciturn 
CIA Director John Brennan visit Kiev on his own initiative? 
What, if anything, did he promise while there? Joe Biden also 
fl ew off  to Kiev, pledging to add millions to the fi ve billion 
dollars already sent to Ukraine — and possibly much more 
to come, which is a gift  from a nation with a declining middle 
class and forty-fi ve million Americans now living under the 
poverty line.

In the meantime, a US guided-missile destroyer has been 
sent into the Black Sea, and a hundred and fi ft y paratroop-
ers have been fl own to Poland, with more scheduled to fol-
low. What if Putin retaliated and sent a Russian warship into 
the Caribbean? Do we really need another Gulf of Tonkin 
lie to satisfy the madness of Washington’s hawks? Perhaps 
our “newspaper of record” can send its talented Washing-
ton staff  to fi nd some answers so that Americans can at least 

know what is being planned for them and their children. In 
Germany, a public debate has been underway and several ex-
chancellors have blamed the European Union for trying to 
lure Ukraine into its sphere, thus helping to instigate the cur-
rent crisis. We could use some genuine public debates ourself.

So I ask: What is Obama’s end game in Eastern Europe? 
Is Kievan Ukraine — old and new, insolvent and crooked, 
and now engaged in its historic rivalry with Russia — worth 
a good old-fashioned nuclear war? And here’s my fundamen-
tal question: What if the unthinkable happens and Russian 
forces cross into eastern Ukraine and absorb it as they did 
Crimea? What will the US do?

Th e only sensible answer lies in patient diplomacy and 
settling a dispute before it gets too vicious to control. Any 
agreement should include humanitarian aid for Ukraine east 
and west. But no solution is possible without Moscow and 
Washington agreeing to transform Ukraine into a neutral 
state, untethered to either side. If this miracle should ever 
come to pass, it will be not another “Munich,” but a life-sav-
ing middle ground, a compromise, a fact of life Moscow and 
Washington and their hawks will have to accept if a calami-
tous war between two nuclear powers is to be avoided. Y

In the meantime, a US guided-missile destroyer has been sent into the 
Black Sea. What if Putin retaliated and sent a Russian warship into the 
Caribbean? Do we really need another Gulf of Tonkin lie to satisfy the 

madness of Washington’s hawks?

Peace, Justice and Jews:
Reclaiming Our Tradition

Edited by Murray Polner and Stefan Merken.

A landmark collection of contemporary progressive Jewish thought 
written by activists from Israel, the U.S. and the U.K.

Publishers Weekly called it “literate, thought-provoking” and “by no means 
homogeneous” and which looked at “from all angles, the idea that editors Polner 
and Merken believe refl ect the most basic attitude in our Jewish heritage.”

Publishers Weekly concluded: “There is much to learn here for any-
one, Jew or Gentile, interested in global issues of peace and justice.”

$25.00 per copy, plus $5.00 for shipping
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In 2012, I wrote a piece called “Detangling the 
Holocaust from Israeli-Palestinian Politics” for Com-
mongroundnews.org. In it, I wrote about my initial reac-

tion to Holocaust Memorial Day: a grim self-bracing for the 
deluge of badness that was sure to flow from the mouths of 
Israel’s political leaders as they wielded the memory of the 
Holocaust to justify horrible and oppressive policies.

I wrote:
”I have become deeply frustrated by the political ma-

nipulation of the Holocaust to distract from Israel’s crimes 
against Palestinians. These crimes should not and need not 
be compared to Nazi crimes, but they are unjust and immor-
al in their own right.”

From there, though, I went on to challenge my initial reac-
tion, accepting as accurate the analysis of Israel’s leaders’ exploi-
tation, but questioning the fact that that was my first thought:

“…I, like many individuals on the Jewish left, have made 
a concerted effort to understand Palestinian suffering and to 
try to grasp how the suffering inflicted by the Occupation 
could lead a large portion of a people to embrace an ideol-
ogy that supports using violence against innocent people 
through bombing cafes and buses. I am proud to say that af-
ter much searching and struggling, I am sincerely able to em-
pathize with Palestinian suffering, even as I do not endorse 
methods of violence and collective punishment. The more I 
have understood the suffering caused by the Occupation, the 
more I am infuriated by statements that begin with ‘The Oc-
cupation is terrible, but…’ Statements like ‘the Occupation 
is terrible, but Palestinians have supported gruesome meth-
ods of terrorism’ are in some cases correct but they are also 
wrong, in my opinion, because they lack true empathy for 
human suffering. So the fact that my first thought [as Ho-

locaust Memorial Day was mentioned] was something like 
‘the Holocaust was horrific, but it is exploited for political 
purposes’ is not acceptable at all. This kind of thinking has 
reduced my ability to empathize with the tragic suffering of 
my own people and my ability to understand why many of 
them may have embraced militaristic views.  Israeli Jewish 
fear is real. It may be unwarranted in some cases, and ex-
aggerated in others, but it is important to understand how 
an extended period in recent history in which one-third of 
the world’s Jews were systematically exterminated could lead 
people to be fearful…”

A year later, as I stood still for the siren on Holocaust 
Memorial Day, I stood less sure. This afternoon, after reflect-
ing and rereading my piece from last year, I stand with ques-
tions to which I do not have easy answers:

Does agreeing to commemorate the Holocaust on the day 
that the government designates inherently give legitimacy to the 
government’s narrative? Would refusing to commemorate the 
Holocaust on the day in which the most of the Jewish collective 
commemorates the Holocaust be an act of self-uprooting? What 
does commemorating mean? Is there a way to remember the 
Holocaust as a particular Jewish tragedy without either (a) los-
ing sight of its crucial universality (Never Again must Humanity 
allow such slaughter to be done to any portion of Humanity); or 
(b) slipping into cheap and grossly inappropriate pseudo-com-
parisons between the Holocaust and Israel’s horrible treatment 
of Palestinians? Knowing that comparisons are grossly inappro-
priate, how should [or shouldn’t] Israel’s horrible treatment of 
the Palestinians factor into Holocaust Memorial Day? How can 
suffering be de-monopolized? Is there space in our collective and 
individual hearts to encompass all pain? Most pain? Do we have 
to choose which pain we allow in and which we ignore? Should 
the left think about organizing alternative commemorations as 
we do for Remembrance Day (Yom HaZikaron) and Indepen-
dence Day (Yom HaAtzmaut)? Or is today a day in which we can 
be part of the consensus? What is the value of being part of the 
consensus? What is the value of challenging it? How can values 
of justice and love influence all of these questions?  Y

Moriel Rothman

Questions for Holocaust Memorial Day

Moriel Rothman is an American-Israeli poet, activ-
ist and writer. His writings have appeared in Haaretz, So-
journers Magazine, +972 Magazine, Huffington Post and 
more. He blogs independently and regularly on www.The-
LefternWall.com.
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Berlin, 1943
Th e Last Jewish Newspaper
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In June 1950, Edward Barsky went to jail. So   did 
ten other members of the board of the Joint Anti-Fascist 
Refugee Committee (JAFRC). Their crime? They refused 

to relinquish to the House Committee on Un-American Ac-
tivities (HUAC) membership and other lists of their organi-
zation, which had been dedicated since its founding in 1942 
to helping European antifascists in hiding and exile.

This act of defiance by Barsky and his JAFRC colleagues 
was heroic and constitutionally justified, as the US Supreme 
Court eventually confirmed in a case protecting NAACP 
membership lists from scrutiny by white supremacist state 
governments: According to the court, the threat of public-
ity and reprisal compromised the right of political associa-
tion. In the Barsky case that reprisal could have been deadly. 
Among the names on JAFRC lists were those of former Span-
ish Loyalists still hiding out in Spain and elsewhere across 
Europe; exposure would potentially put them in the hands of 
Franco’s brutal secret police.

But until the US Supreme Court decided the NAACP 
case in 1958, HUAC had its way. And what, after all, did the 
committee want with that list or any of the other member-
ship lists it subpoenaed in the long nightmare we call “Mc-
Carthyism?” As Australian historian Phillip Deery’s fine 
little book, Red Apple: Communism and McCarthyism in 
Cold War New York (Fordham University Press, 2014), makes 
clear, reprisal and intimidation were the whole point. Deery 
traces the campaign against JAFRC through the lives of five 
of its members, most of them relatively unknown in the his-
tory of McCarthyism. Their stories, heroic, tragic and pain-
ful, are well worth reading.

Barsky and the JAFRC’s ordeal began in 1945, when a 
newly reconstituted HUAC launched its first postwar inqui-
sition of the American left. That date is important. This was 
the “first flexing of political muscle by HUAC,” Deery writes. 
And its successful attack on JAFRC established the “frame-

work… for future congressional inquisitions that were to be-
come such an emblematic feature of McCarthyism.” More-
over, the fact that the assault on JAFRC “commenced very 
early in the postwar period,” underscores an important truth 
about McCarthyism: It started a good two years before the 
beginning of the Cold War. So, as a new generation of Cold 
War historians is beginning to make clear, the Red Scare was 
not triggered by an unmistakable Soviet menace against the 
US. That threat could not be plausibly identified until at least 
1947. By that year, Barsky and his associates had already been 
convicted in a federal court. Among them were two New York 
University professors, Edwin Berry Burgum and Lyman Brad-
ley, as well as the novelist Howard Fast, and JAFRC executive 
secretary Helen Bryan, a Quaker activist. Only some of them 
were Communists. All of them spent time in jail. 

Andrew Feffer is professor of history and co-director 
of Film Studies at Union College in Schenectady, New York. 
He is currently writing a book on the impact of the Rapp-Cou-
dert investigation on the intellectual life of New York City. 
This article appeared originally in the History News Network.
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Nor did their persecutions end there. Barsky, a physi-
cian and a Communist, heroically had run field hospitals 
during the Spanish Civil War. (Ernest Hemingway called 
him “a saint.”) Yet his medical license was suspended while 
in jail, for reasons undisclosed but nonetheless clearly retal-
iatory. The United States Supreme Court upheld that deci-
sion in 1954. In his dissent, Justice William O. Douglas wrote 
“nothing in a man’s political beliefs disables him from set-
ting bones or removing appendixes…. When a doctor can-
not save lives in America because he is opposed to Franco in 
Spain, it is time to call a halt and look critically at the neuro-
sis that has possessed us.”

The nightmare continued as well for Howard Fast, who 
in 1945 was at the height of his career. Citizen Tom Paine 
(1943), his most successful novel to date, had been distribut-
ed by the military to American servicemen and to liberated 
nations by the Office of War Information. It was on the ap-
proved list of novels for New York City’s public school librar-
ies. After his conviction, Fast “struggled to be read.” His most 
famous work, Spartacus, finished after Fast got out of jail in 
1951, could not find a publisher thanks to concerted lobbying 
with publishing houses by historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. 
and the rabidly McCarthyite magazine Counterattack. Ulti-
mately, Fast had to finance the novel’s publication privately. 
And it suffered, like the rest of Fast’s books in the 1950s, what 
novelist and friend Albert Maltz called a “savage and sweep-
ing” boycott by American reviewers. Deery methodically 
chronicles the collapse of Fast’s prospects up to his public 
repudiation of the Communist Party in 1957, which came 
largely in response to the party’s increasingly doctrinaire 
culture, Soviet anti-Semitism and Khrushchev’s revelations 
at the Twentieth Party Congress the previous year. Yet as 
Deery makes clear, Fast’s apostasy also followed from his 
forced isolation and the damage done to his career by the 
HUAC inquisition.

Deery’s is an extremely well documented, lucidly writ-
ten study, using personal correspondence, Party records 
and other archival sources amplified by newly declassified 
FBI files. Throughout, Deery impresses upon the reader 
the personal costs of McCarthyism as he tries to get at the 
“largely hidden” history of “that pervading sense of fear and 
anxiety… which was experienced privately and silently” by 
many Communists and non-Communists in the late For-

ties and Fifties. He succeeds in showing in these five sketches 
“how the phenomenon of McCarthyism wrecked the lives of 
a group of American citizens” and how “living on the left 
during a time of apparent national crisis can test resilience, 
destroy careers, and endanger liberties.” The experience of 
Helen Bryan was typical. HUAC and the FBI insisted she was 
a “higher echelon” Communist Party member, only to admit 
years later that they were wrong. But the damage, to her life 
and her career, had been done.

Yet, while Deery plays to our understandable sympathy 
for these destroyed lives, he does so at the expense of deepen-
ing our understanding of McCarthyism’s effects on American 
politics and culture. We still ask, what exactly was that neurosis 
that possessed us? And how did it change us? Deery focuses on 
violations of rights and personal injury. That is commendable, 
especially given the blithe dismissal of such things by some Cold 
War historians preoccupied with the tiny proportion of former 
Communists (a few hundred out of tens of thousands) who spied 
for the Soviet Union. Thus, Deery is absolutely right that “…we 
must delineate the clandestine ‘nonlegal’ party apparatus from 
the open, daily struggles waged by communists for social justice 
and ‘a better world.’”

Beyond the necessary discussion of rights and personal 
damages, however, lie even more pressing questions about 
politics and power that tend to get obscured in these kinds 
of studies. Deery exposes a systematic process of intimida-
tion and reprisal that served the very clear purpose of driv-
ing present and future adherents and allies away from the 
Communist Party while depleting the broader institutional 
culture of the left. Its effect was to destroy those institutions 
(what conservatives and liberals contemptuously call “front 
groups”) and banish die-hard believers from public and pro-
fessional life. Deery makes passing reference to those reper-
cussions, for instance in the academy, but he consistently 
turns our attention back to the personal. That may be a safe 
standpoint from which to criticize McCarthyism, but isn’t it 
time we moved to riskier positions? While we should never 
forget the damage done to individuals by the Red Scare, more 
important was its effect on American political culture. With 
hindsight, we should now be able to say that McCarthyism 
politically impoverished us all. But, generally speaking, we 
can’t. That is a problem — a symptom, I would think, of the 
impoverishment itself.  Y

Illustrations: Cover (left) & 3 • lemondejuif.info. Cover (right) & 4 • Wikimedia Commons. 8 • Wikimedia Com-
mons. 12 • Fordham University Press.

We still ask, what exactly was that neurosis that possessed us? 
And how did it change us?
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