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When she published this essay, Jeane Kirkpatrick was a professor at Georgetown University. It 

received wide attention and led Ronald Reagan to appoint her U.S. Ambassador to the United 

Nations in 1981. 

 

 

The failure of the Carter administration’s foreign policy is now clear to everyone except its architects, and 

even they must entertain private doubts, from time to time, about a policy whose crowning achievement 

has been to lay the groundwork for a transfer of the Panama Canal from the United States to a swaggering 

Latin dictator of Castroite bent. In the thirty-odd months since the inauguration of Jimmy Carter as 

President there has occurred a dramatic Soviet military buildup, matched by the stagnation of American 

armed forces, and a dramatic extension of Soviet influence in the Horn of Africa. Afghanistan, Southern 

Africa, and the Caribbean, matched by a declining American position in all these areas. The U.S. has 

never tried so hard and failed so utterly to make and keep friends in the Third World. 

 

As if this were not bad enough, in the current year the United States has suffered two other major blows—

in Iran and Nicaragua—of large and strategic significance. In each country, the Carter administration not 

only failed to prevent the undesired outcome, it actively collaborated in the replacement of moderate 

autocrats friendly to American interests with less friendly autocrats of extremist persuasion…  

 

…there are no signs that anyone is giving serious attention to this nation’s role in Iranian and Nicaraguan 

developments—despite clear warnings that the U.S. is confronted with similar situations and options in El 

Salvador, Guatemala, Morocco, Zaire, and elsewhere. Yet no problem of American foreign policy is more 

urgent than that of formulating a morally and strategically acceptable, and politically realistic, program 

for dealing with non-democratic governments who are threatened by Soviet-sponsored subversion. In the 

absence of such a policy, we can expect that the same reflexes that guided Washington in Iran and 

Nicaragua will be permitted to determine American actions from Korea to Mexico—with the same 

disastrous effects on the U.S. strategic position. (That the administration has not called its policies in Iran 

and Nicaragua a failure—and probably does not consider them such—complicates the problem without 

changing its nature.)… 

 

Although most governments in the world are, as they always have been, autocracies of one kind or 

another, no idea holds greater sway in the mind of educated Americans than the belief that it is possible to 

democratize governments, anytime, anywhere, under any circumstances. This notion is belied by an 

enormous body of evidence based on the experience of dozens of countries which have attempted with 

more or less (usually less) success to move from autocratic to democratic government. Many of the wisest 

political scientists of this and previous centuries agree that democratic institutions are especially difficult 

to establish and maintain – because they make heavy demands on all portions of a population and because 

they depend on complex social, cultural, and economic conditions… 

 

In the relatively few places where they exist, democratic governments have come into being slowly, after 

extended prior experience with more limited forms of participation during which leaders have reluctantly 

grown accustomed to tolerating dissent and opposition, opponents have accepted the nation that they may 

defeat but not destroy incumbents, and people have become aware of government’s effects on their lives 

and of their own possible effects on government… 

 

Although there is no instance of a revolutionary “socialist” or Communist society being democratized, 

right-wing autocracies do sometimes evolve into democracies—given time, propitious economic, social, 

and political circumstances, talented leaders, and a strong indigenous demand for representative 

government. Something of the kind is in progress on the Iberian peninsula and the first steps have been 



taken in Brazil. Something similar could conceivably have also occurred in Iran and Nicaragua if 

contestation and participation had been more gradually expanded. 

 

But it seems clear that the architects of contemporary American foreign policy have little idea of how to 

go about encouraging the liberalization of an autocracy. In neither Nicaragua nor Iran did they realize that 

the only likely result of an effort to replace an incumbent autocrat with one of his moderate critics or a 

“broad-based coalition” would be to sap the foundations of the existing regime without moving the nation 

any closer to democracy. Yet this outcome was entirely predictable. Authority in traditional autocracies is 

transmitted through personal relations: from the ruler to his close associates (relatives, household 

members, personal friends) and from them to people to whom the associates are related by personal ties 

resembling their own relation to the ruler. The fabric off authority unravels quickly when the power and 

status of the man at the top are undermined or eliminated… 

 

When U.S. policymakers and large portions of the liberal press interpret insurgency as evidence of 

widespread popular discontent and a will to democracy, the scene is set for disaster. For if civil strife 

reflects a popular demand for democracy, it follows that a “liberalized” government will be more 

acceptable to “public opinion.” 

 

Thus, in the hope of strengthening a government, U.S. policymakers are led, mistake after mistake, to 

impose measures almost certain to weaken its authority. Hurried efforts to force complex and unfamiliar 

political practices on societies lacking the requisite political culture, tradition, and social structures not 

only fail to produce desired outcomes: if they are undertaken at a time when the traditional regime is 

under attack, they actually facilitate the job of the insurgents. 

 

Vietnam presumably taught us that the United States could not serve as the world’s policeman: it should 

also have taught us the dangers of trying to be the world’s midwife to democracy when the birth is 

scheduled to take place under conditions of guerrilla war. 

 

If the administration’s actions in Iran and Nicaragua reflect the pervasive and mistaken assumption that 

one can easily locate and impose democratic alternatives to incumbent autocracies, they also reflect the 

equally pervasive and equally flawed belief that change per se in such autocracies is inevitable, desirable, 

and in the American interest. It is this belief which induces the Carter administration to participate 

actively in the toppling of non-Communist autocracies while remaining passive in the face of Communist 

expansion. 

 

A realistic policy which aims at protecting our own interest and assisting the capacities for self-

determination of less developed nations will need to face the unpleasant fact that, if victorious, violent 

insurgency headed by Marxist revolutionaries is unlikely to lead to anything but totalitarian tyranny. 

Armed intellectuals citing Marx and supported by Soviet-bloc arms and advisers will almost surely not 

turn out to be agrarian reformers, or simple nationalists, or democratic socialists. However 

incomprehensible it may be to some. Marxist revolutionaries are not contemporary embodiments of the 

Americans who wrote the Declaration of Independence, and they will not be content with establishing a 

broad-based coalition in which they have only one voice among many. 

 

It may not always be easy to distinguish between democratic and totalitarian agents of change, but it is 

also not too difficult. Authentic democratic revolutionaries aim at securing governments based on the 

consent of the governed and believe that ordinary men are capable of using freedom, knowing their own 

interest, choosing rulers. They do not, like the current leaders in Nicaragua, assume that it will be 

necessary to postpone elections for three to five years during which time they can “cure” the false 

consciousness of almost everyone. 

 



If, moreover, revolutionary leaders describe the United States as the scourge of the 20th century, the 

enemy of freedom-loving people, the perpetrator of imperialism, racism, colonialism, genocide, war, then 

they are not authentic democrats or, to put it mildly, friends. Groups which define themselves as enemies 

should be treated as enemies. The United States is not in fact a racist, colonial power, it does not practice 

genocide, it does not threaten world peace with expansionist activities. In the last decade especially we 

have practiced remarkable forbearance everywhere and undertaken the “unilateral restraints on defense 

spending” recommended by Brzezinski as appropriate for the technetronic era. We have also moved 

further, faster, in eliminating domestic racism than any multiracial society in the world or in history. 

 

For these reasons and more, a posture of continuous self-abasement and apology vis-à-vis the Third 

World is neither morally necessary nor politically appropriate. No more is it necessary or appropriate to 

support vocal enemies of the United States because they invoke the rhetoric of popular liberation. It is not 

even necessary or appropriate for our leaders to forswear unilaterally the use of military force to counter 

military force. Liberal idealism need not be identical with masochism, and need not be incompatible with 

the defense of freedom and the national interest. 
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