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Gerald F. Hyman on 
FICKLE GEOPOLITICS 

Our anxiety about Soviet power and Soviet motives often 
seems to threaten our better judgment: We constantly 
exaggerate first their strength, then their weakness. If we 
look at the Soviet’image in our press, we often see a 
powerful, expanding, menacing colossus. Occasionally it 
is the opposite: a giant beset by situations it cannot con- 
trol, forward positions costing more than they gain, a 
structure of global interests verging upon collapse, even a 
set of internal fissures that threaten, ultimately, the very 
Integrity of the state. 

A recent article by Duskor Dudor stretched across all 
five columns of the Washington Post and carried a three- 
column headline that bespeaks some of the afflictions of 
our Soviet policy. “Soviets’ Global Position Eroding,” it 
announced. Surely that hyperbole will come as a surprise 
to the State Department, where an antithetical headline is 
emblazoned in the collective consciousness. This sort of 
chronic manic-depression contributes little to a sustained 
strategy, a consistent and comprehensive policy, or an 

’ equanimity of purpose. We have both enjoyed some suc- 
cesses and both experienced some failures;.for neither of 
us is,the world falling apart, and for neither does it offer 
the chance of long-range domination. 

Dodor noted some recent setbacks for the Soviets: the 
Sino-Japanese Friendship Treaty, Afghanistan, Poland, 
Egypt, and (perhaps only temporary) the American suc- 
cess at Camp David. The result in Moscow, he said, is a 
revival of the pre-Khrushchev, pre-coexistence fear of 
“capitalist encirclement.” As for the US., the same argu- 
ment is made about Angola, the Horn of Africa, Indochina, 

- 
Iran, and Nicaragua. And we see the comparable result: a 
flurry of renewed interest in the 1947 article by Mr. X (allas 
George Kennan) on “containment.” 

In both cases tactical vacillations are often endowed 
with strategic significance, and in both casesfhat is often 
accurate. But we cannot be Indifferent to our reversals in 
Angola, Cambodia, Iran, or Central America and their 
strhtegic consequences for us. Nor can we be indifferent 
to the Soviet’successes about which Rodor is silent: their 
preponderant influence throughout Indochina by way of 
Vietnam; their important i f  still insecure foothold In the 
Subcontinent through Afghanistan; their leverage in the 
Horn of Africa through Angola; their involvement in South 
Yemen (the “underbelly” of Saudi Arabia); and of course 
their growing influence in Latin America through Cuba, 
where it appears Soviet troops have recently conducted 
major maneuvers. 

Still, a histrionic concern will not produce a sagacious 
policy. Perhaps the central lesson of the past two decades 
is that both our positions are “eroding” and that, as the 
Chinese like to write into their treaties, it is big-power 
hegemony that is dissolving. Nor are we likely to return to 
a bipolar world in which one or the other, the Soviets or 
ourselves, is able to call the shots. We had best accom- 
modate ourselves to some degree of ebb and flow, and it 
is in that context that Doder makes a cogent point. 

But the cogency of the point dissolves if tactical failures 
are mistaken for grand strategic losses. As it stands, 
every Soviet tactical advantage seems to threaten the 
basic strategy of some kind of detente. Every revolution 
seems to threaten our vital Interests. Instead of a deeper, 
more penetrating analysis of our long-ter” interests in a 
country or region informed by an understanding of its 
underlying social forces, we are constantly running from 
one brushfire to another. To be sure, “tactical issues” are 
important. And no doubt they can have strategic signlfi- 
cance, as they did in Iran. But tactical .reversals often 
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“Rebrions wirh Hell are a bit srmined.” 
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bespeak poor understanding on our part not so much of 
power politics as of the fundamental social realities that 
ought to have shaped our policies in the first place. 

We need two things in our foreign policy: first, a more 
subtle, more systematic, more trenchant analysis, country 
by country, then region by region, and only finally geopo- 
litically, of the social forces that affect our interests. Policy 
abstractions (like “geopolitics”) are useful because ttiey 
define the larger contexts in which particular events need 
to be seen and understood. But they can obfuscate as 
well as inform if Nicaragua is equated with Vietnam or i f  
Angola is equivalent to Zimbabwe. The geopolitical simi- 
larities between, say, Ethiopia and Iran could mask rather 
than illuminate the differences that characterize their rev- 
olutions and our consequent policy options. 

In particular, Marxist regimes differ from one another. 
The events in Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, and Poland 
should remind us that not every Marxist regime, even in 
Eastern Europe, need be a Soviet proxy. Indeed one of 
the benefits of our new relations with the People’s Repub- 
lic of China has been the consequent exacerbation of the 
rift between the Soviets and the Chinese. The Marxist 
regimes in Mozambique, Angola, and Zimbabwe have 
exhibited a substantially pragmatic and nationalist as well 
as socialist character. The “Burmese road to socialism’.’ 

‘must seem as peculiar to the Soviets as it does to us. And, 
following a full-scale invasion, the Marxist government of 
Vietnam (backed by the Soviets) has just deposed its 
“fraternal” neighbor, the Marxist government of Kampu- 
chea (backed by the Chinese). Perhaps most important, 
Marxist factions, even predominant ones, are often only 
one among many. Their strength differs from country to 
country, situation to situation, and so too therefore does 
their latitude. The varieties of Marxist doctrine together 
with the variation of local contexts in which they evolve 
invite a policy that explores their differences rather than 
one which bullies them into a common front. 

Second, we need a more consistent, long-term evalua- 
tion of our options and objectives. Perhaps it is utopian to 
expect a return to some form of the bipartisan foreign 
policy we experienced before Vietnam, but our general 
interests-ideological as well as geopolitical-are fairly 
stable. Whatever our disagreements about whether, 
when, and how to recognize the People’s Republic of Chi- 
na, for example. no one suggests a reversal of that basic 
policy now. The issue remaining is only the tactical one 
governing the character of our relationship, and of course 
that of both of us with Taiwan. Similarly, whether it is 
called detente or not, who’now disagrees with the funda- 
mental promise that we must find ways of coexisting with 
rather than demolishing the Soviets? Or that between us 
there will be many areas of conflict and potentially some 
areas of cooperation? Or that one of the highest priorities 
of our foreign policy is to maximize the cooperation while 
seeking arrangements for structuring-and limiting-the 
conflicts? 

Even the present dispute over military power will turn 
out to be exaggerated. The differences between military 
superiority, parity, and effective equivalence will, from a 
practical perspective, prove more one of appearance than 
of reality. The Soviets would not sit by idly while we tried 
to turn effective equivalence into superiority. On our side, 
no administration would want to stoke a real arms fire, 
and, if it did, none would want-or be able-to commit 
enough resources to achieve real superiority. 

Again our basic interests, if not the strategies by which 
they can be achieved, are fairly clear. As De Gaulle was 
fond of saying (paraphrasing Talleyrand), nations have no 
permanent allies, only permanent interests. But the com- 
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prehension of those basic interests-our long-term rela- 
tions with the Soviets and the Chinese; the posture, struc- 
ture, and purposes of our military forces: the nature of our 
Atlantic and Pacific alliances; the shape of a Middle East 
solution; our position in Asia and Africa; our role in the 
Americas-that comprehension is not well served by a 
Chicken Little complex in which, each week, the sky is 
falling on someone else. 

Gerald F. Hyman, Assistant Professor in the Department 
of Sociology and Anthropology at Smith College, is a Vis- 
iting Fellow at the American Enterprise Institute. 

EXCURSUS 2 

Sy Syna on 
“THE LAST YIDDISH POET” 

As a career critic, I have viewed innumerable plays and 
films dealing with the Jewish experience, yet none has 
ever so moved me as The Last Yiddish Poet, recently 
performed Off Off Broadway by A Traveling Jewish 
Theatre. 

I wept,.laughed, and was moved in myriad ways as I 
witnessed this compound of Yiddish folk songs and 
poems by Rochl Korn, Peretz Markish, ltzik Manager, 
Mordechai Gebirtik, and several pieces by Jacob Glat- 
stein-poets unknown for the most part in the U.S. 
Threaded through these poems and songs are the vision- 
ary words of Nahman of Bratzlav-played as a towering 
figure in white mask and black caftan-who perceived the 
ambivalences of existence and passed them on in stories 
to his Hasidim. (Later they were to influence Franz Kafka.) 
And looming over all is the female puppet figure of “Ma- 
maloschen,” the spirit of Yiddish, who says, “Sometimes l 
cry and sometimes I sigh, but mostly I sing.” 

These many elements-together with a pair of stand-up 
comedians with false noses; a mime episode;. music 
played on the saxaphone, harmonium, and pieces of pipe; 
and dialogue arrived at through hours of experimentation 
and improvisation-are the achievement of Corey Fischer 
and Albert Greenberg, two remarkable actors working 
with an equally remarkable director, Naomi Newman Pol- 
lack. Not for nothing is the play subtitled, “An Incantation 
Against Woe.” It is steeped in pain. The pain lurks behind 
the comedians’ smirks; peeps out of Nahman’s fables, 
which juxtapose the seeming presence with the seeming 
absence of God; cries out in the music of a jazz improvisa- 
tion, welling up so strongly that the saxaphone strains to 
express it. 

In the most harrowing episode Fischer clutches what 
appears to be a Torah covered with a burgundy-colored 
cloth, while Greenberg recites the poet Glatstein’s lines, 
“God gave the Torah to Jews on Sinai’’-part of his poem 
“Dead Men Don’t Praise God.” Suddenly the poet speaks 
of the gas ovens-“But we gave it back at Lublin’l-and 
at once Greenberg opens the cloth, releasing a tumbling 
mass of dirty, broken-down shoes. The burgundy cover- 
ing, we realize, is not velvet but blood. Simultaneously 
now, in English and Yiddish, the actors finish out the 
poem, speaking of all the Jews, those dead and those not 
yet born, who died again at Lublin. 

At that moment the entire audience is both Holocaust 
victim and survivor. Not the saxaphone, the harmonium, 
the pipes but we, the audience, are the instrument this 


