A Cold-blooded Business: Foreign Policy

By Richard Sale

I liked Adam Silverman’s recent post, and the one by Pat.  
I think that foreign policy is a cold-blooded business that involves a very un-idealized assessment of American interests in a world of competing power interests. I think of Kissinger in the 1970s. According to a recent article by historian Robert Kaplan,  the erratic  and incompetent rule of  Salvador Allende had left Chile dissolving into chaos and open to increasing Soviet bloc’s infiltration. So Nixon and Kissinger encouraged a military coup led by General Augusto Pinochet, which in the fall of 1973, resulted in thousands of innocent people being killed. What Kaplan termed, “Kissinger’s cold moral logic” was that a right-wing regime of any kind would ultimately be better for Chile and for Latin America than a leftist regime of any kind—and would also be in the best interests of the United States. They were right—though at a perhaps intolerable cost.

Such thoughts and conclusions make us very uncomfortable but that doesn’t mean that they should be ignored.
Kaplan praised icy, analytical powers of Kissinger, likening him to Viscount Castlereagh, pictured in history as a “cold-blooded, … placid miscreant.” Kaplan relates how Castlereagh, the British foreign secretary from 1812 to 1822, had helped organize the military coalition that defeated Napoleon and afterward helped negotiate a peace settlement that kept Europe free of large-scale violence for decades. 
This is true, and the British Liberals at the time liked it not because the settlement “restored the Bourbon dynasty in France, while providing the forces of Liberalism little reward for their efforts, Castlereagh’s accomplishment lacked any idealistic element, without which the radicals could not be mollified. Of course, this very lack of idealism, by safeguarding the aristocratic order, provided various sovereigns with the only point on which they could unite against Napoleon and establish a continent-wide peace—a peace, it should be noted, that helped Britain emerge as the dominant world power before the close of the 19th century.”
Castlereagh is a figure worth study. Napoleon at St. Helena, said that the British at the Congress of Vienna had missed a supreme opportunity to establish its predominance over the European continent. His criticism misses the point. Castlreagh felt that the goal of the conference was to establish British security which he saw as consisting of “a just equilibrium of power on the Continent,” and which is worked to settle issues  regarding Poland and Italy which weren’t designed to result in predominance but simply to attain balance. He was aware that there were interests such as British Maritime Rights or creation of Low Countries closely allied to Britain and designed to be a barrier against French aggression. But he was entirely averse to throwing Britain’s weight around, and he worked so hard, and was met with so much bigoted insult and petulance, that, overworked and paranoid, he broke down, cut his throat from ear to ear and told an aide, “Bankhead – I have opened my throat;  it is all over.’
When it comes to foreign policy, ideals are fine, but what matters more is securing strategic points, securing resources, and encouraging or enforcing stability. 
I think that Obama should ignore his liberals and adopt a more cold-blooded logic and policy.  Have you ever heard or seen so much fatuous drivel as we have had on the subject of Syria?  Hesitation itself can become an effective policy.


