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George W. Bush has 
staked his presidential legacy 
(and a whole lot more) on 

a bid to create democracy in Iraq, the 
centerpiece of his “freedom agenda.” But 
he has made two crucial mistakes. He has 
raised unreasonably high expectations 
among Americans for the success of this 
monumentally complex undertaking, and 
he has failed to level with the Ameri-
can people about the true cost in blood 
and resources that such an effort would 
require. More than three-and-one-half 
years into the conflict, the president has 
lost most of the public confidence he en-
joyed in 2003.

American presidents have made sim-
ilar mistakes before—and not so long 
ago. Following the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, Clinton Administration officials 
embarked on a plan to help shepherd 
the new Russia through “shock thera-
py” and a series of open elections to-
ward free-market democracy. Expecta-
tions for success were high. But a con-
sidered long-term U.S. commitment to 
Russian democratization simply did not 
exist. Troops were not needed as they 
are in Iraq. But substantial political and 
financial support was required—and not 
forthcoming.

So many of the early visuals were (de-
ceptively) encouraging. Exuberant crowds 
toppled Saddam’s statues and Ameri-
can tanks rolled seemingly unimpeded 
through the streets of Saddam’s capital. 
And then there were the ink-stained fin-
gers of Iraqis who had braved a variety of 
threats to exercise their newly acquired 
right to vote.

But democracy and the open society 
needed to nourish it requires more than 
the ouster of the dictator and the hold-
ing of peaceful elections. It demands the 
steady long-term development of gov-
erning institutions that are independent 
of one another, which trump the power 
of the country’s dominant political per-
sonalities and which earn the faith of its 
citizens.

To build democracy in a state with 
little or no democratic history is the work 
of decades—and it can’t be done on the 
cheap. To invest considerable human, po-
litical and financial capital in support of 
the construction of democracy in places 
like Iraq and Afghanistan simultaneously, 
as if national elections and good police 
work will create an inexpensive and self-
sustaining momentum toward stable po-
litical pluralism, is foolhardy.

But 17 years on from the giddy cel-
ebrations atop the Berlin Wall, democ-
racy itself has lost some of its luster. After 
several years of political, economic and 
social turmoil in Eastern Europe and the 
former Soviet Union, large numbers of 
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exhausted voters have opted for stabil-
ity—with the greater promise of democ-
racy deferred until their governments 
have inspired greater confidence in offi-
cial competence. Think of this transition 
as Yeltsin atop the tank to Putin atop the 
“security vertical.” 

To understand why this is so, consider 
the relationship between a state’s stability 
and its “openness.” A country’s stability is 
a measure of its government’s capacity to 
implement policy in the event of a politi-
cal, social or economic crisis. Openness is 
a measure of the degree to which people, 
ideas, information, goods and services 
flow freely in both directions across the 
state’s borders and within the state itself.

Some countries—Germany, Japan, 
the United Kingdom or Brazil—are 
stable precisely because they are open. 
Commercial, intellectual and social inter-
actions across borders render their cul-
tures and economies ever more dynamic. 
Other states, such as North Korea, Iran 
or Cuba, remain stable only so long as 
they remain closed and isolated.

Now imagine a graph on which the 
vertical axis measures stability and the 
horizontal axis measures openness. States 
that appear as points higher on the graph 
are more stable, while those lower are less 
stable. Those further to the right on the 
graph are more open; those on the left, 
less so. Were you to map every possible 
combination of stability and openness 
that a given state could generate, those 
points would form a shape very much like 
the letter “J”. 

This “J-Curve”, properly understood, 
can be an effective tool for the architects 
of foreign policy, because it reveals a great 
deal about how other states define their 
interests and develop governing strate-
gies. The J-Curve is agnostic on ques-
tions of the relative virtues of democracy. 
There are plenty of states that are more 
stable as dictatorships than they would be 
if they were governed with the consent of 
the governed. The relationship between 

stability and openness also reveals that 
a democracy’s success depends not on 
happy accidents of history, but on so-
cial, cultural and economic circumstances 
within a country that do or do not favor 
its development.

Because the left side of the J-Curve 
is considerably steeper than the right, 
it means that whenever a closed society 
begins to open up and interact with a 
globalized world, the chances are much 
higher that such a state can more quickly 
and easily fall down the curve into insta-
bility than a state that is on the right side 
of the curve. The process of democrati-
zation can create instability especially in 
states where democracy is a recent im-
port, where long-repressed demands for 
change are released and when previously 
disenfranchised players scramble for the 
first time for a share of the country’s po-
litical and economic spoils. 

A state’s relative prosperity deter-
mines its baseline for stability. If North 
Korea suddenly struck oil, it would be-
come more stable at every point along 
the curve, because it would have more 
resources with which to artificially re-
inforce stability at every given level of 
openness. If oil prices suddenly crashed 
to $20 per barrel, Saudi Arabia would 
become considerably less stable. But the 
basic relationship between stability and 
openness (the shape of the curve) remains 
the same whether the entire curve is ris-
ing or falling.

Given the steepness of the left side 
of the curve, a formerly closed state that 
has begun to implement some reforms 
can more quickly restore damaged sta-
bility than a state that has gone further 
down the reform road—in its attempt to 
reach the levels of openness and stabil-
ity of right-hand states. It is faster and 
easier to restore stability by declaring 
martial law—closing the country—than 
it is to create an open, stable, functioning 
civil society and attract foreign invest-
ment. This is especially the case if large 
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amounts of external support are not avail-
able to guarantee a baseline level of pros-
perity while changes are underway or—
unlike in the case of a number of Central 
and East European states—there is no 
guarantee that the adoption of painful re-
forms will lead to guaranteed results.

And authoritarian leaders have real in-
centives to isolate their peoples from the 
outside world. Not only does any opening 
in these states, even an incremental one, 
dramatically raise the prospects of insta-
bility, but the continued survival of many 
of these regimes depends on controlling 
the flow of people, ideas, information, 
goods, services and cash into and out of 
the country, to ensure their position re-
mains unchallenged from within. 

Events in Russia over the last 15 years 
show how states move up and down the 
curve—and why populations democrati-
cally endorse authoritarian measures.

During the chaos of the Yeltsin years, 
Russians were buffeted by considerable 
political, economic and social turmoil. 
Inflation and economic collapse stripped 
away livelihoods and ruined lives. Be-
ginning in 2000, newly elevated Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin restored Russian 
stability by concentrating political power 
in the Kremlin, curbing free expression 
in the country’s media, restricting for-
eign investment in “strategic sectors of 
the economy”, emasculating civil society 
and consolidating economic power in the 
hands of the state. (The tripling of oil 
prices over the last four years has made 
his work much easier.)

This forceful re-imposition of order 
has earned Putin a 70-plus percent ap-
proval rating. Broadly speaking, Russians 
have chosen the order that flows from au-
thoritarianism over the chaos they believe 
was generated by ill-considered attempts 
to impose Western-style democracy. This 
dynamic helps explain why so many ordi-
nary Russians shrug off sermons on the 
values of liberal democracy—and why 
isolating the country is not a particularly 

useful strategy. 
The J-Curve also casts light on the 

current political trajectories in Afghani-
stan and Iraq. Afghans have again put 
their trust in warlords—and in some cases 
the Taliban—because they recognize that 
authoritarians can more quickly and eas-
ily restore stability than the elected (but 
crippled) central government can. In Iraq, 
sectarian violence has become a horrify-
ing part of daily life in many areas. When 
a people faces the daily uncertainties of 
life in a dangerously unstable country, 
it values stability above all else. Free-
dom from fear and insecurity trumps the 
freedom to vote or to open a newspaper. 
Until Iraq’s Shi‘a, Sunnis and Kurds fi-
nally win freedom from fear of sectarian 
attack and economic exclusion, they will 
demand stability. 

In both cases, the United States can 
continue to try to safeguard Afghani-
stan’s and Iraq’s security until its political 
leaders forge the compromises needed 
to begin the long-term process of de-
mocratization. But American and allied 
troops will not remain in both countries 
indefinitely, because their taxpayers won’t 
allow it.

With each passing week, replacing 
the unrealistic (democratization) with the 
possible (support for a regime that can re-
store stability) begins to look like the Bush 
Administration’s best remaining option for 
both Iraq and Afghanistan—especially in 
order to prevent either country from be-
coming a training ground for Al-Qaeda or, 
in the case of Iraq, an Iranian satellite.

In the end, this option might not be 
as unsavory as it sounds. Before Iraq or 
Afghanistan can become a democracy, it 
must become a country safe enough for 
open political debate.

But what of our efforts to 
bring “rogue” states to heel?

In coping with the chal-
lenges posed by North Korea and Iran, 
the United States has followed similar 
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scripts.
If only Kim’s government would 

completely, verifiably and irreversibly dis-
mantle its nuclear program, the United 
States would support the dprk’s reinte-
gration into the “family of nations.” Until 
the regime takes these steps, Washington 
will do all in its power to isolate North 
Korea.

If Iran would simply halt uranium 
enrichment and renounce its nuclear am-
bitions, the United States would consider 
restoring bilateral relations and help the 
Islamic Republic escape its international 
isolation. But until Supreme Leader Aya-
tollah Ali Khamenei publicly disavows 
the nuclear program, Washington will do 
all in its power to isolate Iran. 

Why should we assume this approach 
will work? Efforts to “punish” these states 
by cutting diplomatic relations or impos-
ing sanctions usually have the opposite 
of their intended effect. They bolster the 
stability of these regimes by giving their 
leaders the isolation they need to survive. 

After all, the governments of closed 
states already expend so much time, en-
ergy and capital on keeping them closed. 
Late last year, Iranian President Mah-
moud Ahmadinejad banned Western 
music from state-run television and radio. 
In May, his government announced plans 
to increase from fifty to 300 the number 
of jamming stations capable of disrupting 
satellite broadcasts from abroad. In Sep-
tember, the government acknowledged 
that it filters more than ten million web-
sites. 

Iran’s ruling clerics are the guardians 
of the sacred values of a revolution that 
70 percent of Iranians are too young to 
remember. They are investing in jam-
ming equipment because they know they 
cannot win a fair fight with Western cul-
ture for the hearts and minds of Iran’s 
large (and growing) youth population. 

Odd then that the United States 
should try to punish Iran’s government 
by further isolating Iran’s people. Odder 

still that when the French firm Alcatel at-
tempted to merge with the U.S. firm Lu-
cent Technologies, some U.S. lawmakers 
complained of Alcatel’s “ties with Iran.” 
Alcatel had recently upgraded Iran’s tele-
com network and provided the country 
with its first high-speed dsl Internet 
connections. In other words, Alcatel made 
a material contribution to the democrati-
zation of information in Iran, connecting 
Iran’s people with one another and with 
the outside world. Far from condemning 
the effort, U.S. lawmakers should be try-
ing to persuade Alcatel to sit down with 
Kim Jong-il.

Kim Jong-il’s neo-Stalinist re-
gime will survive only as for as long as 
it can hide North Korea from the out-
side world—and the outside world from 
North Koreans. Decades of disastrous 
economic policies and political repres-
sion have crippled the country’s ability to 
provide its people with enough to eat. As 
many as two million North Koreans are 
believed to have died of hunger and re-
lated diseases since 1995. Very few North 
Koreans know this, and Kim keeps it that 
way by isolating the country. Threatening 
Kim Jong-il or Ahmadinejad with isola-
tion is like threatening a drowning man 
with a lifeboat. 

Yet, the Bush Administration has ad-
opted an entirely different approach to-
ward China, one much more likely to 
achieve its objectives. U.S. policymakers 
recognize that efforts to isolate China 
would be fruitless and self-defeating, and 
that the interdependence of the U.S. and 
Chinese economies demands a sort of 
constructive engagement. Mutually as-
sured economic destruction limits the 
risk that either side will privilege ideol-
ogy over pragmatism. 

The administration officials who de-
signed the Bush Administration’s China 
policy—Robert Zoellick, Rob Portman 
and now Treasury Secretary Henry Paul-
son—understand the interplay of global-
ization with political change and the rela-
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tionship between stability and openness. 
The Bush team is well aware that China 
remains a police state, that its govern-
ment denies citizens political liberties 
that Americans consider sacrosanct and 
that the state restricts its people’s access 
to certain kinds of ideas and information. 
But they also know that the most effec-
tive means of promoting political reform 
in China is to help the Communist Party 
achieve its economic growth targets. 

The Party leadership is increasingly 
willing to expose Chinese society to the 
demands of the global economy and the 
social and cultural influences of foreign 
investors. The Bush Administration’s 
China specialists reason that the country’s 
economic development relieves millions 
of people of dependence on their govern-
ment. The social dislocation it generates 
creates friction within Chinese society. 
Both phenomena increase domestic de-
mand for political reform. By encourag-
ing trade with and investment in China 
and promoting the country’s accession to 
the World Trade Organization, U.S. poli-
cymakers hope to help create irresistible 
momentum for change from within.

The growing number of increasing-
ly well-organized and large-scale public 
demonstrations across the country sug-
gests this argument has merit. According 
to Chinese government officials, there 
were 87,000 demonstrations in 2005 in-
volving at least fifty protesters each. Over 
the past decade, the number appears to 
have grown at virtually the same rate as 
China’s gross domestic product. 

China’s economic opening has also 
brought the Internet into the country. 

The 50,000 Chinese security officials 
who do nothing but monitor the Internet 
must now contend with the 100,000 Chi-
nese who jump online for the very first 
time every day. Who do you imagine will 
win that race?

U.S. policies toward Iran and North 
Korea are failing for precisely the same 
reason that Bush Administration policy 
toward China shows more promise: The 
isolation of authoritarian states is self-
defeating. If the aim is to undermine a 
dictatorship, one should open it to the 
outside world. 

Is it realistic to expect the U.S. gov-
ernment to respond to Iran’s uranium en-
richment and North Korea’s nuclear test 
by engaging these countries and by pro-
moting investment in their economies? If 
enabling growth (and greater openness) 
in China makes good sense, why not pur-
sue the same strategy in other politically 
repressive states?

The United States is going to face 
a number of challenges and disappoint-
ments over the next two years—Iran, 
Iraq, North Korea, China and Russia, 
among others. The first reaction of many 
U.S. politicians is to be confrontational. 
Easing tensions with rogue states and 
with countries perceived to be opposing 
U.S. policies will not win the president 
points with those who prefer a muscular 
strategy. But decisions need to be made 
on the basis of long-term U.S. interests, 
not short-term sound bites. The best rea-
son to avoid self-congratulatory legisla-
tion that isolates rogue states to change 
their behavior is that we know this ap-
proach won’t work. n


