
EXCURSUS 1 
Ross K. Baker on 
THE DIPLOMACY OF NOSTALGIA 

Within three months of Ronald Reagan's inauguration in 
1981 the Chrysler Corporation announced that it was reviv- 
ing the convertible; the Defense Department proposed 
reactivating several World War II battleships; and Prime 
Minister Margaret Thatcher, on visiting the White House, 
danced with President Reagan to the tune "It's Been a 
Long, Long Time." Unrelated though these events might 
seem, they are part of a larger world perspective that 
characterizes the Reagan era. 

Ronald Reagan's view of the world is a perfectly 
preserved image of international relations circa 1948. In its 
broadest manifestations it is the "politics of nostalgia"; one 
of its subsidiary parts is the "diplomacy of nostalgia." The 
president is known to respond most enthusiastically, not to 
abstractions, but to highly concrete and vivid images. His 
image of Western Europe is that of a war-torn and ex- 
hausted place susceptible to the virus of communism and 
with insufficient willpower or leadership to avert that con- 
tamination without the inoculation of American determina- 
tion. When he looks at Helmut Kohl he sees Konrad 
Adenauer. When he encounters Margaret Thatcher he is 
seeing Winston Churchill. In Francois Mitterrand he sees 
that dreary succession of vaguely leftist politicians of the 
Fourth Republic. His view of the Europeans continues to 
be one of malnourished children hunkering by the road- 
side, waiting for some generous G.I. to toss a Hershey bar 
out of a six-by-six. 

It would be quaintly humorous if i t  were not so horrify- 
ing, but President Reagan seems unaware of the fact that a 
new generation of Europeans has come of age with no 

vivid memories of World War II; without firsthand ex- 
perience of the conditions that gave rise to NATO,.Ihe 
Marshall Plan, or the Common Market; and who are as apt 
to identify the United States as a threat to world peace as 
they are lo fear the Soviet Union. 

While Ronald Reagan was wandering in the rubber- 
chicken wilderness honing his economic wisdom, Europe 
was experiencing such notable events as the Suez crisis, 
the rise of De Gaulle and the French defection from NATO, 
the growth of continental student radicalism, the death of 
Franco, and the disarray in the British Labour party, to men- 
tion just a few. Never quite confidcnt of his mastery of 
foreign affairs, Reagan has devoted himself almost ob- 
sessively lo domestic economic problems since becoming 
president. 

Mr. Reagan's basic problem with the Europeans seems 
to be that they deny this country the filial piety he thinks it 
deserves. He regards the decision on the part of the Euro- 
peans to link up with the Siberian pipeline as a form of 
apostasy-trafficking with the enemy. He regards the 
solicitude with which West German leaders view their 
brethren to the East as totally mystifying. Why, after all, 
would anyone want to be unified with a bunch of Com- 
munists? As for the Soviet Union, the president has for- 
feited a prime opportunity for the relaxation of tensions that 
every Republican president enjoys: The Soviets simply feel 
more comfortable with the GOP because it comports nicely 
with their image of silk-hatted capitalists, and i t  makes 
them secure when there are bona fide financiers in power. 
The Democratic party, by contrast, is the one that in recent 
years has been vulnerable to the charge that it is soft on 
communism. For thirty-five years Democrats have been 
atoning for the sins of Alger Hiss and Harry Dexter White. 
They have tended, then, to overcompensate, to be more 
pugnacious at times even than the Republicans. Demo- 
crats, moreover, have tended to lapse into social demo- 
cratic rhetoric in terms of saving the wretched of the earth. 

"According to Izvestia, Ivan, 'Reaury is rrurli. rrutli beauty- 
that is all Ye kiiow oii earth, and all Ye need to kiiow. ' 'I 



Republicans are unapologetically misanthropic and sneer 
at the Third World for not pulling itself .up by its own 
bootstraps. Democrats tend to want to save the world; Re- 
publicans fear being contaminated by it. Democrats have 
often preached to the Soviets, and the homiletics make the 
Kremlin as queasy as a gaggle of skid-row bums forced to 
endure a sermon in order to get a free bowl of soup. The 
Republican approach has been to consign them to the per- 
dition reserved for unbelievers. From the Soviet perspec- 
tive this is refreshing and straightforward. John Foster 
Dulles they could understand; John F. Kennedy made 
them uneasy. 

Accordingly, when he took office in January, 1981, 
Reagan had a great deal going for him in terms of U.S.- 
Soviet relations. What the Soviets did not reckon with was 
the fact that Reagan was unlike any other Republican 
president in memory. Eisenhower read Zane Grey, not 
Willis Carto or Stefan Possony. Nixon was no ideologue 
either, and in company with Henry Kissinger fashioned 
dktente, the only foreign policy worthy of the name to come 
out of Washington in recent years. Gerald Ford persisted 
with Kissinger and detente and got a bear hug and a seal 
coat from.Brezhnev. These were Republicans of a recog- 
nizable stripe. The Soviets were inclined to suffer Carter's 
didactic lectures on human rights in the hope that life might 
yet be breathed into the cadaver of dktente. When they in- 
vaded Afghanistan, they were treated to the truculence that 
can come only from an affronted Democrat. Ultimately, they 
looked forward to the election of another Republican and 
the old-fashioned Realpolitik they had come to know and 
love. Their hopes were raised when Reagan appointed 
Alexander Haig, a Kissinger votary, to the post of secretary 
of state. They were known to be cheering discreetly on the 
siddlines as he pulled the rug out from under Richard 
Allen, the deep-dyed ideologue. 

What the Soviets got in Ronald Reagan was a man 
whose view of foreign policy suffered from an acute case of 
arrested development. They anticipated the diplomacy of 
state-of-the-art plutocrats, and what they received was the 
political wisdom of dead America. They were prepared to 
deal with the caparisoned ranks of finance capital, and 
what they got was the ghost of Joe McCarthy decked out in 
jodhpurs. The liberal, Eastern, internationalist wing of the 
GOP had been packed off to Kenilworth and Saddle River 
or bought off in the 1981 Tax Bill-all of them gone without 
a trace save Charles Percy, sitting in feckless isolation on 
the Foreign Relations Committee under the basilisk eye of 
Jesse Helms. 

But one might have expected from a president so 
doctrinaire and so well-nourished on the red meat of Hu- 
man €vents a full-dress, right wing foreign policy. What 
has emerged is less a foreign policy than something that 
Marxists would label a "tendency." Defying the dictum of 
Frederick the Great that "he who attacks everywhere at- 
tacks nowhere," Reagan has sprung for the whole nine 
yards on national security. He has bought the Pentagon's 
most optimistic wish-list in a spending binge on weapons 
that would put to shame a teenager with a stolen credit 
card. 

In his Saturnalia of weapons acquisition Reagan has 
been breathtakingly indiscriminate: the 6-1; the six hun- 
dred-ship Navy; the M-1 tank; and even the MX missile, 
despite the absence of any sensible basing mode. The 
Pentagon is awash in money but only dimly aware of how it 
is being spent or for what general purpose. When asked to 
what overall end this extravagant weaponry is being 
directed, we hear such 'Delphic utterances as "to have an 
American military second to none" or, more succinctly, "to 
prevail." 
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We apparently have embraced a :'war-fighting" ca- 
pability because in President Reagan's mind strategic 
conflict is of little more consequence than the Schweinfurt 
raid or the siege of Buna-important but not cataclysmic 
episodes in the only sort of war that has any reality for him. 

So here we have the greatest nation on earth entangled 
in a time-warp that is the product of an old man's mind. It is 
not the dangerous and unru!y world of today, full of 
nihilistic terrorists just itching to get their hands on fis- 
sionable material or of economies sagging under the 
weight of military budgets or even of an aging Kremlin 
leadership with its own mind mired in the Great Patriotic 
War. It is, rather, a world of valiant young B-17 pilots wear- 
ing jaunty twenty-six-mission crush caps who stand around 
the piano singing lusty renditions of "Don't Sit Under the 
Apple Tree." It is good to have a remembrancer of those 
days of loyal and submissive allies, enemies who were the 
devil incarnate, and of a brash nation willing to deal with 
the world only on its own terms. Unless, of course, he hap- 
pens to be president of the United States. 

Ross K. Baker, Professor of Political Science at Rutgers 
Universify and a Worldview Confribufing Editor, is spend- 
ing a sabbatical year in Washington, where he works with 
the House Democratic Caucus. 

EXCURSUS 2 
Juliet London on 
SRI LANKA: DEMOCRACY IN CHAINS? 

Democratic elections, relatively free and fair polls, are a 
declining phenomenon in the Third World. The retreat of 
democracy has been so extensive in these regions that a 
whole school of political analysis has developed around 
the thesis that democracy, as it is conventionally defined, 
may be culturally unsuited to many Third World nations. 

Thus, when a Third World nation has a long tradition of 
fully democratic elections, it becomes much more than an 
object of academic curiosity. Such a rare situation prevails 
in the small Indian Ocean island republic of Sri Lanka- 
geographically about one-half the size of New York State 
and with a population of fifteen million. Between 1947, 
when it obtained independence from Britain, and 1977 
this nation held eight general elections and saw several 
peaceful transfers of power from one political party to 
another. So, when another major national election was held 
on October 20 of this year, the Western press and many ob- 
sewers hailed the continuity of democracy. Sri Lanka, we 
are told by the news media, bucks the trend; democracy is 
alive and well and carries on in a Third World state. 

These observations are dangerously superficial. In fact, 
Sri Lanka may well be the harbinger of another type of 
Third World politics, where the forms of democracy, ap- 
parently intact, mask a subversion of the process. A pre- 
determined result is obtained, exterior appearances are 
preserved, the world press cheers, and burial of real 
freedoms takes place in a democratic shroud. This is what 
probably happened on October 20 in Sri Lanka. 

In 1977, when the last election took place, the United 
National party was returned to power after seven years. It 
defeated the Sri Lanka Freedom party led by Sirimavo Ban- 
daranaike. Everyone in Sri Lanka and abroad agreed that 
this was a truly democratic election, run as all preceding 
elections in Sri Lanka. Mrs. Bandaranaike, celebrated as 


