
Richard Neuhaus on 
The Carter Achievement 

Obviously it is not just Jimmy Carter’s achievement. 
But presidents do get praise or blame for whatever 
happens while they are presiding. And in this case it 
is impossible to imagine it having happened without 
the most direct and personal intervention of Jimmy 
Carter. The morning after he, Begin, hand Sadat 
came down from the Camp David summit it was 
evident that both nervous friends and implacable 
foes were measuring the man anew. 

Therawere churlish remarks about Carter s hav- 
ing merely “topped off” with remarkable speed the 
structure for peace in the Middle East that had, in all 
its essentials, been erected by Henry Kissinger. To 
his credit, Mr. Kissinger would have none of that 
and has been generous in his praise for Carter’s 
achievement. One suspects he recognizes that Car- 
ter’s strategy has been quite different from his own 
in several crucial respects, and, of course, Sadat’s 
breathtaking peace initiatives at the end of 1977 
created a quite new situation for the Carter adminis- 
tration. 

During the thirteen days of the summit meeting 
observers repeatedly remarked on the “risks” that 
Carter was taking. There can be no doubt of that. 
The more rapacious members of the media pack did 
not conceal their readiness to pounce if Carter 
should fail. The secrecy of the summit was, at. least 
in peacetime, unprecedented; the calls for prayer, 
the emphasis on personal chemistries, and the 
lavish indulgence of presidential time all seemed 
amateurish. Had the summit failed-and after a few 
days it was being said that a mere agreement 
between Egypt and Israel to keep talking would 
constitute failure-it would surely have been ex- 
ploited as a fumbling act of desperation that 
confirmed the much-trumpeted suspicions about 
Carter’s incompetence. During the meeting itself, 
when all the rumors were dismal, at least one prom- 
inent senator suggested that, as soon as this side- 
show was finished, it would be time to bring Kissin- 
ger back and put Middle East diplomacy into 
professional hands once again. 

When the stunning results of the summit were 
finally announced, the “story line” was forced to 
shift dramatically. Postsummit analysts treated Car- 
ter’s innovative approach with respect bordering on 
reverence, even if nobody did second Prime Minis- 
ter Begin’s suggestion that it was the m s t  impor- 
tant diplomatic event since the Congress of Vienna 
of 1815. One not so incidental factor about which 
most analysts were tongue-tied or completely silent 
was the role played by the participants’ religious 
commitment: There is no language for the religious 
factor in secular discourse about diplomacy. Yet to 
omit it from explanations of Camp David is compa- 
rable-to take a negative example-to overlooking 
religion when describing the problems of Northern 

Ireland. Just as Carter wanted the secrecy of the 
summit to preclude the need for public political 
posturing, so that same secrecy made public dis- 
plays of piety unnecessary. No one can doubt there- 
fore the sincerity of the leaders’ frequent calls for 
the world’s prayers, nor the fact that many millions 
of people-Muslim, Jewish, and Christian-were 
engaged in intense intercession for peace during 
those days. Many commentators, however, seem as 
embarrassed by the religious factor as Madelyn 
Murray O’Hare must have been outraged by all that 
talk about “answered prayer” before a joint session 
of Congress. (Carter’s gaffe about an Egyptian-ls- 
raeli peace treaty being a wonderful “Christmas 
present” for the world must be rated with that of a 
former U.S. ambassador to the U.N. who urged 
Jews and Arabs to sit down and work out their prob- 
lems “like Christian gentlemen.”) 

Whatever all the factors were, the meeting’s 
denouement in the East Room was a quintessential 
Presidential moment such as we have not witnessed 
in a long time. Some made comparisons with 
Nixon’s “China breakthrough,” but for a similar 
presidential moment one would more likely have to 
reach back to Kennedy’s handling of the Cuban 
missile crisis. (Whether or not one agrees.with what 
Kennedy did, we speak here only of the wonder, 
gratitude, and acclaim that accompanied the mo- 
ment.) Robert Kennedy described that crisis In his 
book Thirteen Days, and somewhere a writer is 
probably now working on a new Thirteen Days. (One 
wonders what the superstitious are now thinking 
about the number thirteen.) 

Of course the Mideast agreements are not so tidy 
as the Cuban missile crisis. I t  is one thing to prevent 
a nuclear exchange during thirteen days of confron- 
tation and quite another to “settle” a dispute that 
has raged for thirty years and embroiled most of the 
world’s nations in its ethnic and ideological pas- 
sions. (See in this issue Mark Bruzonsky’s analysis 
of the obstacles still in the way of a secure settle- 
ment.) 

As of this writing, the hesitance of key Arab part- 
ners, Jordan and Saudi Arabia, and the initial hard- 
line pronouncements of Prime Minister Begin raise 
legitimate fears that the Camp David package could 
fall apart. Yet the specificity of the agreements and 
the condemnation that would descend on the party 
or parties held responsible for their collapse provide 
reasonable hope that the promise of Camp David 
will be fulfilled. If a peace treaty between Egypt and 
Israel holds, and given the relatively detailed frame- 
work for negotiating a broader settlement over the 
next five years, it is difficult to imagine a setback 
that could return the Middle East to the perils that 
existed prior to Carter’s initiative. 

The Carter achievement in the Mideast high- 
lights other foreign policy changes that have not 
receiv.ed sufficient attention. Although this adminis- 
tration has not communicated the fact as effectively 

27 



as it might, it has provided U.S. foreign policy with a 
new moral and strategic rationale that we have 
lacked since the Vietnam debacle. That rationale 
focuses on the advancement of democracy and 
human rights and was most thoroughly spelled out 
in Carter’s speeches to the Indian and French 
parliaments this past January (“Common Chal- 
lenges of Democracies,” New Delhi, January 2; 
“New Agenda for Democracy,” Paris, January 4). 

The American public is not clear about the key 
ideas and phrases of this new rationale-as we 
were, for examples, about “containment,” “massive 
retaliation,” and “detente”-but that will come with 
time, especially if, as now seems likely, Carter is 
given a second term. While skepticism toward all 
slogans is warranted, “Agenda for Democracy” is 
less belligerent and more capable of enlisting the 
best instincts of the American people than are most 
other ways of summarizing America’s purpose in the 
world. 

But the Carter achievement goes beyond ration- 
ale and rhetoric. Not that rationale and rhetoric 
should be belittled. They provide moral legitimacy 
and a broad sense of direction to specific policy 
decisions. Decisions, however, are made in the 
context of power relationships among nations. At 
several crucial points those relationships seem to 
be moving in a direction more amenable to Ameri- 
can interests and influence. As was demonstrated 
at this year’s meeting of the nonaligned nations, the 
image of an imperalist America besieged by Third 
World revolution is largely outdated. The meeting 
evidenced at least as much anxiety about Soviet 
expansionism as about U.S. designs, and some 
formerly hostile nations are actively bidding for 
American support, if not outright alliance. 

Complex tensions such as those between Viet- 
nam, China, and the Soviet Union reflect a siluation 
in which the primary security concern of Communist 
nations is in relation to other Communists. China 
seems to be taking a more relaxed approach toward 
Taiwan, no longer demanding that anyone who 
deals with Peking must treat Taipei as an interna- 
tional pariah. New relations between China and 
Japan pose to Russia the age-old threat of two-front 
vulnerability in Asia and must increase Soviet 
interest in reaching accommodations on SALT and 
other agreements on the Western front. In Africa, 
despite last-minute snags, peaceful transition to an 
independent Namibia seems likely, and the Angola- 
Zaire eruption of last year appears torbe under 
control. Closer to home, separatist passions in 
Quebec have definitely subsided, and the suppos- 
edly imminent takeovers by Eurocommunism in Italy 

. and France have receded at least for the moment to 
the status of troubling possibilities. 

Admittedly there are ominous exceptions to the 
picture of general improvement. The administration 
has been puzzlingly wrongheaded in responding to 
Rhodesia’s movement toward a democratic and mul- 
tiracial Zimbabwe. By refusing to take advantage of 
positive aspects of the “internal settlement,” in- 

deed by deliberately undercutting that proposal, the 
administration has virtually invited the Russian- 
Cuban dominance that it laments. With respect to 
the tragedy of Cambodia, the U.S. has offered a few 
words of condemnation but no initiative in forming 
an international response appropriate to that unmit- 
igated barbarity. Similarly, aside from expressions 
of concern, it is not at all clear that Carter has 
anything in mind to prevent the threatened annihila- 
tion of the Christian population of Lebanon. 

Beyond such localized crises, most of which have 
global repercussions, the administration has still to 
come up with a comprehensive and credible re- 
sponse to demands for a new international econom- 
ic order. There is not, for example, the hint of a 
policy with respect to the burgeoning role of multi- 
national corporations in the international order. 
Nor, except for piecemeal proposak on Mexican 
immigration and undocumented aliens, is there a 
clear sense of direction on the future of U.S. immi- 
gration policy, and on that problem the already 
enormous pressures can only increase. Finally, the 
first two years-including America’s nonperfor- 
mance at the U.N. special session on disarma- 
ment-give little reason for expecting a break- 
through on the overriding threat of our time: a 
nuclear exchange sparked by accident, madness, or 
design (madness and design being in this case 
synonymous). 

So the Carter achievement is sharply qualified. 
Where things are improved, it is sometimes because 
of, sometimes despite, the efforts of the Nixon- 
Kissinger years. Just as often there Is probably little 
causal connection between formal policies and what 
happens around the world, both for better and for 
worse. In foreign affairs, as elsewhere, policy is 
frequently an after-the-fact rationalization of hap- 
penings out of control. Then too it may be that some 
of the unfinished business mentioned above must, 
almost by definition, always remain unfinished short 
of the advent of the Messiah, who Jimmy Carter 
definitely is not. Nevertheless, and allowing for all 
that, the Camp David summit is the right time to 
reevaluate this administration’s record in foreign 
affairs. The fair-minded conclusion is that, after a 
little less than two years in office, there is reason for 
solid appreciation of, if not wild acclaim for, the 
Carter achievement. 

EXCURSUS X I  
Mark A. Bruzonsky on 
Assessing Camp David 

If, as planned at Camp David, a separate peace 
between Egypt and Israel is consummated by the 
end of this year, the achievement should be viewed 
only as a foundation for settling the gut issues that 
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