
The Democrats’ Dilemma 
~~~ ~~ ~ ~~ 

The Democrats, so often injured by foreign policy, are 
pleased to find that it can be an asset for them in 1984. 
The vulnerabilities of the Reagan administration are nu- 
merous and apparent. Our policy in Lebanon has been 
misconceived and pursued with a sort of resolute vacil- 
lation, and our policy throughout the Middle East seems 
equally confused and fantasy-ridden. In Central America, 
despite increasing military involvement, we seem no closer 
to defeating the insurgents in El Salvador. In Poland and 
Afghanistan, Mr. Reagan has allowed the Russians to pro- 
ceed without real opposition from us; our relations with 
China have cooled; Mr. Reagan’s passion for missilery 
has stimulated anti-Americanism in Europe. Liberating a 
small Caribbean island-if that is what we did in Gren- 
ada-does little to balance the scales. Americans are pay- 
ing a stupendous price for defense, and some young 
Americans are paying with their lives; so far the results 
are altogether unequal to the costs. What little Mr. Reagan 
has achieved falls even further short of the measure set by 
his rhetoric. It is easier and casier to see that this admin- 
istration speaks fiercely and does feebly: It offends dovish 
Americans with its jingoism and their hawkish counterparts 
by its weakness. 

To the political opportunities all this implies must be 
added the difficulties Mr. Reagan is likely to face this year. 
The Salvadoran rebels understand U.S. politics well enough 
that they might try to stage their own version of the Tet 

. offensive at some strategic point in the campaign. Some 
troubled ally-Mr. Marcos, for example-may face so 
much domestic opposition that the administration will be 
forced to choose between intervening and acquiescing in 
a revolution with anti-American overtones. And so on. 

In a limited way, the Democrats have exploited Mr. 
Reagan’s weaknesses. All the Democratic candidates have 
promised to be less bellicose than Mr. Reagan, pledging 
to pursue negotiations and to limit military spending. But 
with few exceptions, the serious Democratic candidates 
have hesitated to say anything specific about foreign policy, 
and they seem content to wait for events to create their 

Foreign policy is treacherous ground for political con- 
troversy. Apart from the ordinary risks of miscalculation, 
an incumbent president has the power to change his foreign 
policy if it becomes a political liability. Of course presi- 
dents may persist in policies that they believe to be right 
though unpopular, as Mr. Truman did in Korea, but Mr. 
Reagan does not seem to be made of that stem stuff. In 
fact, his admirers celebrate the president’s ski l l  at bobbing 
and weaving, and his advisors often seem to evaluate for- 
eign policy in terms of its Nielsen rating. Democrats know 
that if they promise to bring the Marines home from Leb- 
anon, for example, Mr. Reagan is quite capable of bringing 
them home himself, leaving his critics high and dry. 

The most important inhibition on the Democratic can- 
didates, however, lies in the disparity between winning a 
nomination and winning an election. The major Demo- 
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opportunities. 

cratic candidates want the United States to be strong mil- 
itarily and, with greater or lesser reluctance, are prepared 
to use force as a tool of diplomacy. They recognize that 
pulling the Marines out of Lebanon, or terminating all aid 
to El Salvador, might only make matters worse. In any 
case, electoral strategy tells them that the best hope of 
winning in November lies in persuading voters that the 
Democratic nominee is fortiter in re, suaviter in modo, 
and able to substitute real strength-along with the courage 
to seek accommodation-for Mr. Reagan’s gasconades. 
By contrast, the Democratic party activists who dispro- 
portionately influence primaries are most easily moved by 
recitations of liberal ideology. A Democratic candidate 
who hopes to win in November must be more hawkish 
than he can afford to sound in February or March, and a 
certain ambiguity goes with the territory. A candidate who 
is running behind, however, is always tempted to follow 
the example of McGovem in 1972, pursuing the nomi- 
nation first and hoping that the election will take care of 
itself. So far, the Democratic candidates have been re- 
strained toward each other and mindful of party unity. 
Whether that politic moderation will survive the primaries 
is another question. 

Whoever wins the nomination, if the Democrats are true 
to their better angels, they will challenge the president 
wherever they can do so on the foundation of magnanimity, 
the combination of power and generosity that is the chief 
virtue and political strength of American liberalism. Hu- 
man rights will be a comerstone, not only because Mr. 
Reagan is so easily tolerant of rightist atrocities, but be- 
cause he has given such feeble support to human rights 
within the Soviet bloc. (Few acts of the administration are 
more offensive than its increasing tendency to deny asylum 
to refugees from Poland.) 

I wonder, however, whether any Democratic candidate 
will have the imagination or the daring to argue for uni- 
versal service as a public policy. Universal service, in- 
cluding the possibility of nonmilitary activities, commends 
itself to the Democrats in any number of ways: Domest- 
ically, it would help to reduce unemployment and to pro- 
vide needed public services; internationally, it would make 
possible conventional forces large enough to make the 
Nuclear Freeze militarily compatible with the security of 
Europe and, in general, would reduce our dependence on 
apocalyptic weaponry. In any case, the decline in the num- 
ber of eighteen-to-twenty-one year olds will soon force us 
to choose between conscription and radically increased 
military costs; universal service would be relatively frugal 
and palpably egalitarian. 

Of course, universal service is controversial and fraught 
with political risks, and I do not really expect the Dem- 
ocrats to embrace it. 1 mention it as an example of the sort 
of positive policies the Democrats will need if they are to 
carry the fight to the president. Counter-punching is not 
enough. There is a kind of wisdom in the caution that has 
governed the major Democratic candidates so far, but lead- 
ing a great power demands more than circumspection. The 
president offers a counterfeit sort of leadership, but the 
fake can be detected only by comparison to the real thing. 
Mr. Reagan has a comer on brass; the Democrats will have 
to show the public at least a trace of nobler metal. 


