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A Complicated War: The Harrowing of Mozambique
By William Finnegan
Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 1992,325 pp.,
with preface, acknowledgements and index, $28.00 cloth.
Reviewed by David Bryan Sullivan

The Population Crisis Committee has devised a macabre measure called the
"International Human Suffering Index." While its methodology may be impeachable, this index declares that the worst suffering country in the world in
1992 was not Bosnia, Liberia or Somalia, but Mozambique. Likewise, the World
Bank organizes the tables in its World Development Report from poorest to richest
countries. For the past three years Mozambique has been the first country listed.
Its per capita GDPhas precipitously droppedbetween 1988 and 1992, as follows:
$210, $170, $100, $80.
Whether misery and poverty canbe ranked so precisely or not, those numbers
describe the downward spiral of Mozambican society. Statistics fail, however,
to describe the desperation and brutality of the war which caused that disaster.
Readers of A Complicated War will gain a more complete picture of the civil war
which has ravaged Mozambique since 1976, but they will still understand little
about the war's causes and motivations. William Finnegan's chosen title admits
that he finds this war difficult to comprehend. Perhaps its logic would elude
any analyst.
Despite its careful research and documentation, this is a book more appropriate for a general audience than for a scholarly one. As the author's earlier
book Crossing the Line: A Year in the Land of Apartheid did for South Africa, A
ComplicatedWar successfully draws on Finnegan's travels, encounters and supporting research to offer a thorough introduction to the tragic predicament of
Mozambique. Disappointingly, his analysis falters beyond the descriptive level
- although, given the country's difficult and fluid situation, it is questionable
whether any objective journalist could answer clearly the questions which this
book at least raises.
In the 1980's Mozambique replaced Uganda as the primary example of an
African country that had collapsed into extreme poverty and anarchy despite
promising wealth and resources. Upon the country's independence from Portuguese rule in 1974, the Frelimo (its name a contraction for the Portuguese for
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Mozambique Liberation Front) liberation movement instituted a Marxist government. Shortly afterward, the government of then white-ruled Rhodesia
founded Renamo (for Mozambique National Resistance), an insurgency movement. The civil war between the Frelimo government and the Renamo guerrillas
intensified in the early 1980's, with the primary source of Renamo's support
shifting to South Africa while Frelimo's heavy-handed and ideological administration strengthened Renamo's hand. Since then, South Africa renounced its
support for Renamo (several times) and Frelimo shed its Marxist doctrine, but
the vicious civil war continued - at least until last October, when a United
Nations sponsored accord initiated a cease-fire as the first step toward peace
and democracy.
The war has devastated Mozambique. In a country of 15 million, it has caused
an estimated 1 million deaths and several million displacements. Government
and anti-government forces both have wreaked havoc, but the atrocities of
Renamo have been documented so extensively (particularly by the State Department's 1988 Gersony report, which accused Renamo of murdering 100,000
civilians) that Finnegan in beginning his research wondered whether Renamo
could have come from Hell. One of his few conclusions about the enigmatic
movement is both obvious and unsettling; no, they are from Mozambique.
Trying to understand the war, the author describes his experiences travelling
around Mozambique. He visited besieged towns, remote areas that would be
the war's front lines if it had any, refugee camps in Malawi, Maputo (the capital
of Mozambique), and a Renamo representative in Washington. Fear is omnipresent during his Mozambican journeys; the reader senses the underlying tension
as Finnegan's pilots and drivers worry about possible attacks by the "bandidos
armados," a phrase which usually means Renamo forces but which can describe
soldiers of any stripe.
Superb characterizations successfully draw the reader into the war. One feels
an attachment to Lina Magaia, a gutsy government official who drives between
inspections of military outposts and agricultural projects with a machine pistol
next to her seat; to Boaventura das Dividas, the author's wry and knowing
interpreter; and even to Henie and Ferdie, the Afrikaner relief pilots and
mercenary racist slobs. It would have been impossibly dangerous to write this
book otherwise, but it deserves note that all these characters are on the government's side in the civil war.
Finnegan also adroitly sketches Mozambique's social fabric. He shows the
disconnection between much of the country and its nominal political leadership;
many interviewed war victims do not know who the country's president is, and
some do not know that they live in a country called Mozambique. The disconnection of the central government provokes a pessimistic conclusion about
Mozambique; "Frelimo's leadership - modern men all - undoubtedly found
it hard to accept that a successful secular state was an impossibility at Mozambique's stage of development (and the idea was also quite unacceptable internationally). This was, nonetheless, the conclusion that the country's deterioration increasingly suggested. The pieces were too small, the structures of power
too dense and personal, the people too soaked in the sacred."(p. 243)
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A Complicated War poignantly shows how, in this war-torn southern African
society, daily life continues. At times, the strife even takes a back seat to
quotidian matters. Finnegan recounts a scene at a roadblock, where soldiers
carry kitchen utensils and a baby, and an old woman reprimands a soldier much
to his embarrassment and other onlooker's amusement. He concludes, "this
scene reinforced my impression that nearly everywhere in Mozambique the
level of social peace, of trust between strangers, was extraordinarily high. It was
hard to understand how such a savage war, and mass starvation, could be raging
in the same country."(p. 99) That "social peace" must influence the course of the
war, and Finnegan implies elsewhere that it does: "the 'advance word' of attacks
which Zeca's militia always got suggested that there was a steady traffic of local
people between the Renamo camps and government territory."(p. 228-29)
Such episodes aside,A ComplicatedWar depicts the conflict's savagery as well.
Early in the book, one refugee describes in detail his mutilation at the hands of
Renamo, in a tale far too grisly to repeat. Such stories are the common currency
of Mozambique. But while Renamo is infamous for torture and mutilation, for
destroying schools and health dinics, it evidently wages small scale war in some
places: "The tone of the stories I heard was more modest, more African. Someone's father had been kidnapped. The family knew where he was being held,
and they knew the ransom would be two shirts. While the family were trying
to find the shirts, he was moved further away."(p. 80)
While A Complicated War successfully evokes local conditions in much of
Mozambique, the book fails, perhaps inevitably, in its attempt to answer larger
questions. What is this conflict which the United Nations is now trying to solve?
And what is Renamo? What do they want? Who supports them? How do they
operate? Who are their soldiers? How are they organized, if at all? What binds
them together? Do they follow orders of their mysterious leadership, or are they
no more than "armed bandits?" Finnegan arouses the reader's curiosity about
these questions, and attempts to provide some answers but generally fails to do
SO.
The founding of Renamo as a Rhodesian operation to destabilize Mozambique is well known. Finnegan states that, "From its origins as a puppet group,
Renamo evolved into a broad, violent collection of Frelimo's enemies."(p. 70)
Yet like Cambodia's Khmer Rouge, to which Renamo has been compared for its
violent tactics, Renamo avoids characterization beyond this statement.
The few official representatives of Renamo whom Finnegan could find cast
little light on the group's leadership or ideology. One former official speaks of
a schism between its "Washington-Paris" axis and its "Pretoria-Bonn" axis, but
the difference between them is vague. Finnegan's footnotes trace recent press
coverage of Renamo, which is also inconclusive.
What holds Renamo together is a difficult question, particularly considering
that many of its soldiers are boys who were kidnapped and forced to join. The
book's horrifying description of the group's "training" methods implies that
morbid group psychology, and an inability to leave, are at work. "Former
Renamo soldiers ... reported a ritual brutalization in which they were first
accustomed to gunfire by having guns shot off next to their ears, then were
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forced to kill an animal in a group, then to kill an animal alone, then to kill a
human being in a group, and finally to kill a human being alone. By the end of
this 'training', they were not only deadened to many normal emotions but they
were convinced that they could never be readmitted to civil society, a belief
which naturally bound them to their new peer group: Renamo."(p. 68) Not only
does this passage suggest one explanation for the mindset of some Renamo
fighters, it provides a troubling insight into the psychology of terror.
A final finding about the nature of Renamo is that Finnegan notes wide
differences in its strategy and tactics throughout Mozambique, implying that
the group is a broad coalition at best, and less well-organized or uniform than
some observers claim. "Local conditions dictated who Renamo was locally,"(p.
228) Finnegan concludes.
Finnegan is more successful in analyzing Frelimo, which of course was
readily accessible to him. One of the party's major problems, he suggests,
continues to be the discrepancy between its ideals (no longer of socialism, but
still of command) and the reality that it cannot govern Mozambique's remote
provinces.
The book offers evidence supporting many alternate views of the conflict in
Mozambique. One can regard the war as a carefully engineered destabilization.
In 1987, a U.S. Army staff member called South Africa's regional plan "the most
sophisticated development of low-intensity doctrine in the world today."(p.
237) The war can be seen as uncontrolled depredation by virtually indistinguishable government and insurgent forces. "The war in Manhinqa contained a large
amount of delinquency, apparently, and nonpolitical banditry, as well as organized military activity, possibly supported by South Africa."(p. 214) One can
regard it as less of a war than as random acts of violence among a heavily armed
populace: "In the terrible equation of the war, this was the great unknown factor:
How much of the violence was free-lance, possibly immune even to a permanent
cease-fire?" (p. 252) The facts support each of these interpretations in part.
Ultimately, Finnegan finds the situation incomprehensible to a foreigner: "Captain Kantumbyanga ... was also someone who dearly understood the war as a
level no outsider ever would, This wasn't the sort of understanding that would
ever surface in an interview, though."(p. 156)
But Finnegan concludes that neither side is capable of winning a military
victory: while Renamo lacks the capability or desire to take over cities, Frelimo
does not have the manpower or the will to control the undeveloped rural areas
where the Renamo guerrillas roam.
This book causes one to wonder about the outcome of present United Nations
efforts for peace in Mozambique. The October 1992 accord inaugurated a
cease-fire. At this writing, despite several hitches, the cease-fire has generally
held for several months, which is surprising in itself, and indicates that each
side's leadership has some measure of control over its forces.
Regarding the potential for success of the UN effort, an optimist might cite
the sense that the war has not destroyed social ties and the possibility for
forgiveness between southern Africans that was evident after settlements in
Zimbabwe and Namibia. But a pessimist would respond by raising the uncon-
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trolled nature of the forces, the staggering quantifies of guns in the country, the
endemic nature of the 16-year conflict, and the possibility that the present lull
in fighting is merely part of the cycle of coexistence between military and civil
life in Mozambique.

Around The Cragged Hill: A Personal and
Political Philosophy
By George F. Kennan
New York/London: W.W. Norton & Company, 1993,272 pp.,
with index. $22.95 cloth.
Reviewed by David Grann

Ever since George Kennan published his famous "X" article in 1947, he has
been a man trying to escape the shadows of his past. For more than forty years
he has been explaining what he intended when he suggested that the Soviets be
contained with "unalterable counterforce." 1 In the process, he has seemed to
alienate more followers than he has attracted. As the architect of "containment"
and a Pulitzer-prize winning historian, Kennan has always commanded a
measure of respect; but amid the applause and the perfunctory bows, he has
been under steady siege from both the left and the right. He has been derided
alternately as an amoralist, warmonger, chameleon, liberal, conservative,
peacenick, and poet; and he has spawned a new kind of scholar - Kennologists
(operating under the assumption that Kennan is somehow as mysterious and
mercurial as the sinister men who once ran the show behind the Kremlin Walls).
Since assuming his lofty academic perch in 1954, Kennan has dug in and fired
back - at the American political system, the cold warriors, the Wilsonian
idealists, the bedraggled hippies, congressmen, PACs, and just about everything
and anything else he could set his sights on. Kennan has become the national
curmudgeon. And in his latest book Around The Cragged Hill: A Personal and
PoliticalPhilosophy, he's at it again.
As with most of his books, this one seems intended to explain the controversy
still surrounding his last publication. This time, however, he has gone a step
further; perhaps sensing the winged chariot of time at his heels (he is eightynine), he has attempted to illuminate "the welter of his past writings - from
lectures on international affairs, from books on diplomatic history, or from
cryptic sentences in commencement speeches or other oratorical efforts...." (p.
12). From these murky waters, he has distilled a political and personal philosophy. The result is a dichordant, intelligent, and extremely amusing book - a
book that is no less muddled and riddled with ambiguity than his other works,
and which one can only hope will not be his last.

1. George Kennan, "The Sources of Soviet Conduct," Foreign Affairs (July 1947), p. 5 8 1 .
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Readers expecting a discourse on United States foreign policy maybe disappointed to find only two chapters devoted strictly to international affairs. These
are, surprisingly, the weakest elements of the book. For those familiar with
Kennan's writings, they will seem like simple, though eloquent, summaries of
ideas presented in either The Cloud of Dangeror his Memoirs 1925-1959. Kennan
disparages Washington's slow, behemoth bureaucracy; he rails against the
military establishment and parochial lobbyists; and he bemoans a system addicted to aid packages and arms sales. But his most strident salvos are aimed at
the crusading internationalists, on the left and the right: "I am wholly and
emphatically rejecting any and all messianic concepts of America's role in the
world: rejecting, that is, the image of ourselves as teachers and redeemers to the
rest of humanity, rejecting the illusion of unique and superior virtue on our part,
the prattle about Manifest Destiny or the 'American Century'- all those visions
that have so richly commended themselves to Americans of all generations
since, and even before, the foundation of our country." (p. 182-183)
Kennan remains one of the most eminent and articulate "realist" thinkers of
our time. And throughout this book, he persuasively argues for a "modest and
restrained foreign policy" (p. 183), a policy wedded to the national interest and
that averts the hubris and hypocrisy of Wilsonianism. But he fails to answer the
question that has historically dogged "realism": What are the national interests,
beyond the defense of the country's rivers and mountains? Kennan makes the
usual tautology: the national interests are those interests vital to the nation,
Q.E.D. And what might be those interests vital to the nation? At this point,
Kennan demurely lowers his head and steps forward to offer his "realist"
version.
It is, to his credit, a shrewd and learned version of reality. As an academic,
former ambassador, and onetime policy-maker, Kennan has the rarest of rare
perspectives of the United States. He seems to see America in the rivers and trees
and comer stores of his native small town in Wisconsin as well as from across
the Atlantic, where the continent looms as a single, sprawling whole. And one
can only admire his facile leaps from one subject to the next, as he moves from
discussing nuclear disarmament to Africa's economic development to human
rights law. But somehow the pieces don't fully add up, the strokes on the canvas
seem too broad.
But this is not a book about international relations per se, and it should not
be read that way. It is the remarkable musings of a man who seems to have
stepped down from another time and place, glimpsing at America's way of life
with unassuming eyes and distilling these observations into the written word.
Kennan is like the novelist who sets himself apart from society in order to better
observe it, the social critic who wanders through the back alleys of cities and
the poorest stretches of farmland in order to fully understand his milieu. Unlike
many chroniclers, Kennan reports the foibles of humanity without being smug
or supercilious. And he writes down his observations with inimitable grace and
candor, even when the subject falls to the more unpleasant aspects of human
life.
Kennan laments the passing of the world he once knew as a child, a world
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where cities were, or at least seemed to be, more manageable and where
woodlands and streams spread across America's plains. "The monstrous expansion of cities and urban regions that has been one of the great social features of
this century," he writes, "is simply a horror" (p. 101-102). In the rush to replace
the old, to move forward, to grow the economy, to remain the biggest and the
best, America has disrupted its own serenity, its own beauty, its own sanity.
Wherever the automobile advances, he writes, "neighborliness and the sense of
community are impaired ... surely there has never been a lonelier means of
moving great masses of people about" (p. 161-62).
Only the television set seems to irk Kennan as much as the car. It has
subverted Americans' imaginations, numbed their senses, weakened their resolve. "There it stands," he writes, "the television set, ready to be flicked on with
the touch of a finger, ready to divert the child that doesn't want to do its
homework, ready to relieve the harried, overworked mother of the burden of
facing up, at that moment, to the question of what to do with the idle, bored
child" (p. 175). He calls TV part of "the cult to the visual image" (p. 176), and
worries that these and other innovations have engendered an unflagging laziness in the American people. They have become addictions, each one feeding
upon the next.
At moments, these commentaries strike the reader as the ramblings of a
cantankerous, old man. He describes sex in its purely physical manifestations
as "brief, bestial, and potentially humiliating"(p. 19). He makes an impassioned
defense of domestic help. He chides "students who fancy they have proved
something when they appear in weird and silly costumes at their own commencement" (p. 132). But taken as a whole, his words hum a soft, sad dirge to
a bygone era.
There are few grand solutions on these pages. Occasionally, the author
suggests turning down the noise, reining in the traffic. America is too big, he
warns, its people intoxicated with "the hubris of inordinate size" (p. 145). He
recommends splitting the country into loosely-tied smaller republics, thereby
better connecting people to government and preserving regional differences. He
also suggests creating a council of elders, a group of wise men to help guide this
ship of fools. One can only read with amusement as he, like Plato in The Republic,
advocates a system that implicitly places its creator at the top. And yet, an
undeniable wisdom permeates the pages of this book, a sense that man is "a
cracked vessel" (p. 27), capable of hope and despair, of folly and beauty. The
author clearly understands that the human condition will not be saved by
turning off the TV, unplugging the computer, or hiding the car keys. But perhaps
in the ensuing silence, however brief, we will begin to understand who we are
and where we are going.

Besieged: A Doctor's Story of Life and Death in Beirut
By Chris Giannou
New York: Olive Branch Press, first American edition 1992,254 pp.,
with maps, glossary, chronology, and select bibliography.
$29.95 hardcover.
Reviewed by Daniel Lieberfeld

An ominous sight greeted Dr. Chris Giannou on his arrival in Beirut in 1985:
a tank pointing its gun turret at his new home, the Shatila camp for Palestinian
refugees. Giannou, an expatriate Canadian with years of experience practicing
surgery in the Third World, had just been hired by the Palestine Red Crescent
Society as Shatila's hospital director. After his arrival, the camp endured a
134-day siege at the hands of the Syrian-backed Amal militia and the Lebanese
army, placing Giannou at the center of a combat zone.
The Shatila refugee camp is a collection of cinder-block houses and labyrinthine alleyways spread over an area the size of a couple of football fields. The
forces which made Shatila a center of the Lebanese civil war can be traced back
to the early 1970s. The Lebanese had for decades encouraged inter-ethnic
coalitions and moderate policies by apportioning government offices by religious group. Yet as the numerically dominant Shi'ite underclass began to challenge Maronite Christian political dominance, the country began to split along
Moslem-Christian lines.
The 1970 Jordanian civil war and the subsequent movement of the Palestine
Liberation Organization (PLO) into Lebanon widened these fissures. Moreover,
PLO raids against Israel, now launched from Southern Lebanon, led to retaliatory raids and the flight of whole Shia villages to the outskirts of Beirut. In
allying themselves with pro-Syrian groups, Communist organizations, and
refugee Palestinians, these dispossessed peasants further destabilized Lebanon's political structures. Israeli raids against the PLO also fueled conflict
between the PLO and the Christian-controlled Lebanese armed forces. In 1973,
the Lebanese Air Force attacked Palestinian camps around Beirut, setting the
stage for the civil war which exploded two years later.
PLO forces finally evacuated Lebanon in the wake of the Israeli army's 1982
invasion. During the invasion, Christian Phalangists killed thousands of Palestinian civilians. The most infamous massacres took place in Shatila and in the
neighboring Sabra camp. After the Israelis withdrew, Syria and Iran capitalized
on the political instability by sponsoring competing Shi'ite militias.
Shatila and other Palestinian camps became "weak pressure points" in the
Daniel Lieberfeld is a doctoralcandidate at The FletcherSchool of Law and Diplomacy.
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struggle for influence among these regional powers, the Lebanese militia, and
factions within the PLO. Shatila's importance also stemmed from its location in
the stronghold of the Shi'ite community, from which it could control movement
from the south to the political capital in West Beirut.
In 1985-86 the Syrian-backed Amal militia fought Palestinians in a series of
battles known as the War of the Camps. Giannou arrived in Lebanon during a
truce in this war and attempted to run a self-sufficient hospital for 3,500 men,
women, and children. This task was complicated by the fact that the hospital
lay in the center of a combat zone where mortars, shells, and snipers' bullets
rained down constantly. The job offered no vacation time but this hardly
mattered: the war prevented Giannou from leaving Shatila for 27 months.
When the War of the Camps broke out, Amal militiamen and Lebanese troops
bombarded Shatila, forcing hundreds of non-combatants into large underground bomb shelters. They became refugees within a refugee camp. Giannou's
hospital was rocked by shelling, which the attackers coordinated with the
heaviest visiting hours. To repel Amal's "human-wave" assaults, Palestinian
fighters devised a phenomenally effective tunnelling tactic: as enemy soldiers
advanced, Palestinians were able to pop out from beneath the rubble and
ambush them. Between attacks, defenders of the camp rested in underground
burrows and watched television sets powered by car batteries.
While Besieged guides readers through some of the Lebanese conflict's international and interfactional complexities, it remains firmly rooted in the Palestinians' street-level struggles for survival, providing a gut-wrenching story of a
community under exceptional stress. Giannou describes how Palestinians in
Lebanon built autonomous organizations to provide social services to Palestinians disabled or left homeless by the violence. Each group paid salaries and
disability benefits to part-time PLO fighters and full-timefedayeen. Nearly every
family in Shatila was associated with a political group. Sometimes members of
the same family belonged to rival factions, making internecine violence a
constant threat.
Continued Amal attacks forced the camp's competing factions to set aside
their rivalries temporarily. A shared sense of national identity helped to diffuse
some of the interfactional tensions, but equally important was the wealth and
largesse distributed to dissidents by Fatah, Yasir Arafat's branch of the PLO.
Even pro-Syrian dissidents partook of Fatah's food and supplies. The camp's
joint leadership organized committees to build fortifications, dig tunnels and
shelters, bake bread, and manage hygiene. Individuals in the camp united
around an ideology of resistance that enabled the inhabitants to preserve their
dignity under sub-human conditions.
Palestinians in the nearby Burj el-Barajneh camp used mortar launchers to
relieve pressure on Shatila. In addition, the Fatahcommander inside Shatila was
able to transmit the location of the enemy to PLO headquarters in Tunis with
the aid of a cellular phone. Tunis faxed the information back to the PLO
commanders who were then able to fire their artillery at Amal and Lebanese
army positions. Such outside support was a boost to morale for those trapped
within the camp.
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Winter cold and an outbreak of typhoid deepened the misery in Shatila.
However, media coverage of the inter-Arab carnage helped mobilize Arab and
international opinion against the siege. Diplomatic intervention by the Iranianbacked Hizbollah encouraged a ceasefire and left-wing Lebanese forces pressured Amal to release its choke hold on the camps. Syrian troops entered
Lebanon to supervise the ceasefire. The four and one half month siege of Shatila
was lifted.
Several commentators have remarked that the Palestinian identity is bound
up with the experience of victimization. Giannou, however, stresses the Palestinians' refusal to be victimized. Portraits of dead family members may have
lined apartment walls in Shatila, but grief and rage also fueled efforts at survival
and self-assertion. Disfigured combat victims and their families were encouraged to see their injuries as badges of honor and courage. Conversations at the
camp frequently turned to battles survived, and at the end of the siege a
Palestinian woman declares "we are alive because we are not dead." Giannou
characterizes life in the camp as "the culture of struggle."
Since the PLO's emergence, the Palestinians have been remarkably successful
in keeping international attention focused on their dispute with Israel. But few
outsiders ever see inside the community of the quarter million Palestinian
refugees in Lebanon. Besieged opens a window onto this community. As a
foreigner whose medical skills gave him special status, Dr. Giannou participated
in much of the behind-the-scenes social and political life of the camp, while
retaining an observer's detachment. The rewards and stresses of Giannou's dual
status as outsider and insider form one of the book's most interesting subtexts.
Within the camp's politically fragmented community, Giannou represents no
faction and so becomes an effective mediator among rival groups. This mediatory role becomes critical as the hardships of the siege threaten to undermine
cooperation in the camp.
Besieged is both history and personal memoir, but its personal side is less
satisfying for the reader. The reader will feel that they have made the acquaintance of a remarkable human being, but also that Giannou remains a stranger.
For example, Giannou speaks of a "Romeo and Juliet romance" with his wife,
but later merely mentions, without explanation, that they were divorced after
he began work in Lebanon. One is left with the impression of a profoundly
humane man whose daily contact with suffering and death requiredhimto dose
himself off from introspection and close personal attachments.
Besieged lends coherence to our inevitably fragmented view of the Lebanese
conflict and the Palestinians' role in it. This engaging book is useful for those
interested in the contemporary Middle East and contains helpful maps and a
glossary of political groups in Lebanon.1 The book also contains photographs
taken during the War of the Camps, but these are of poor quality and require
extensive explanatory captions.2 The residents' ingenious solutions to day-to1. Though they are beyond the scope of Besieged, the historical antecedents of the split within the
PLO could have been made clearer. Rex Brynen's Sanctuaryand Survival: The PLO in Lebanon
(Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1990) provides a good account.
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day practical problems of life under siege, including improvised plumbing and
electrical systems, bomb shelters and fortifications, and the subcompact layout
of the hospital will interest even non-mechanically inclined readers.
Besieged is a potent antidote to abstract, lofty writing on history and politics.
By rendering the costs of war visible in human terms, Giannou reminds us how
cynical maneuvering among the power-hungry have devastating consequences
for the less powerful. The book vividly demonstrates the duality of war: how
individuals find the resilience and courage to rebuild in the face of extreme
hardship, and also the blind stupidity of destruction, misery, and waste that
typify war as a way of life.

2. For unforgettable images of the Lebanese civil war, see Don McCullin's photographic essay
Beirut: City in Crisis (London: New English Library, 1983).

Open For Business: Russia's Return to the
Global Economy
By Ed A. Hewett and Clifford Gaddy
Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 1992,164 pp.,
with index, $31.95 cloth.
Reviewed by Adam Banker

In Open For Business: Russia's Return to the Global Economy, Ed Hewett and
Clifford Gaddy contribute to an ever-growing stock of Soviet post mortems. The
story of the decline of the Soviet Empire is an oft-told but poorly understood
tale. How could a fearsome superpower disintegrate almost overnight into a
semi-lawless, underdeveloped country with nuclear weapons? In this expertly
researched book, Hewett and Gaddy chronicle the Soviet Union's path of reform
and its attempts in the late 1980s and early 1990s to re-enter the global economy
after decades of economic isolation.
Hewett and Gaddy do not simply rewrite analyses of the factors which
caused the collapse of the Soviet economy. Instead, by dissecting the decisions
which were taken by the last Soviet leader and his appointees, they attempt to
arrive at some conclusions. The authors present a convincing case for theirbelief
that Gorbachev began a process of irreversible change.
In the beginning of their book, the authors present a dry but detailed argument about the virtues of free trade, entrepreneurship, and competition. They
describe the Soviet Union prior to the late 1980s as the "Great Experiment in
Autarky." Numerous statistics support this characterization. In 1985, the Soviet
Union's trade figures, including socialist countries, accounted for only 3 percent
of world trade figures. According to Hewett and Gaddy, this performance
roughly equaled the contribution of Belgium and Luxembourg during the same
year. With its monopolistic structure and bureaucratic controls, Soviet industry
was deaf and dumb to market signals and was therefore ill-suited to provide
the world market with much added value. Oil, gas, and other raw materials
accounted for nearly all of the Soviet Union's exports. The Soviet Union was
able to produce one manufactured good that was competitive on the world
market: military hardware. In 1985 the Soviet Union was the largest arms
supplier to the world.
Hewett and Gaddy note that Gorbachev and his group of hand-picked
advisors, appointees, and deputies were determined to rescue the Soviet system
by increasing exports. Their strategy also included applying for membership in
the GATr and other multilateral organizations such as the International MoneAdam Banker is a master's degree candidateat The FletcherSchool of Law and Diplomacy.
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tary Fund (IMF), World Bank and the European Community. Gorbachev, the
authors argue, realized that the sine qua non for Soviet membership in these
organizations was a kinder and gentler Soviet Union. As a result, Soviet Foreign
Minister Eduard Shevardnadze succeeded in ending decades of tension between East and West. No one however, including Shevardnadze, could cure the
Soviet system of its more menacing malaise: a terminally ill domestic economic
system.
Gorbachev expected to cure the moribund Soviet economy by cutting inflated
military expenditures and dismantling the political structures that supported
the Iron Curtain. Instead, ironically, this economic "opening up" proved to be
the death knell for the Great Experiment in Autarky. With the elimination of the
captive market for shoddy Soviet goods in Central and Eastern Europe, a
reduction in the market for Soviet arms, and declining productivity in the
energy export sector, the lumbering Soviet economy hit a brick wall.
According to the authors, Gorbachev was not the half-hearted reformer as he
is sometimes portrayed. Gorbachev is instead viewed as a bold leader who
decided to open the Soviet Union to the rest of the world. That Gorbachev did
so without fully understanding the fatal consequences of his actions reminds us
that even the perpetrators of the Russian Communist experiment were the
victims of autarky's intellectually suffocating isolation.
Hewett and Gaddy's predictions for the post-Soviet economies of Russia and
the other republics have been overtaken by events. They predict that, possibly
for some time to come, the governments of the new republics will prefer the
apparently painless inflationary spending on industrial subsidies and loose
monetary policies to the unpalatable yet sensible removal of these subsidies and
the curtailment of monetary expansion. Both authors discount the possibility of
a reversal ofglasnost andperestroika.Without much supporting evidence for their
argument, Hewett and Gaddy draw an analogy between these processes and
the semi-permeability of cell membranes: regardless of how much some would
like to go back, the way back is blocked by glasnostand perestroika.They dismiss
the possibilities of a return to tighter authoritarian rule and a reassertion of
central control over the economy, both of which now loom on the Russian
political horizon.
The authors undervalue the role of the West in the reform process. Despite
Russia's success in gaining the confidence of the IMF and the new degree of
cooperation between Russia and the West in the foreign policy sphere, they do
not foresee much possibility for the West to influence the reform process. Again,
the authors present this pessimistic proposition without much support, except
a reference to the reform process as internally driven. In contrast to the rest of
the book, which is a thoroughly researched chronicle and analysis of Russia's
economic transformation under Gorbachev, the final chapter on the post-Soviet
economies seems to have been included as an afterthought. While clearly based
on a deep understanding of the Soviet past, the predictions are hastily discussed
and undefended by factual evidence or documented trends.
In Open For Business, Gaddy and Hewett have assembled an excellent primer
on the economic revolution which took place during the Gorbachev years. Those

The Bear Trap: Afghanistan's Untold Story
By Mohammad Yousaf and Mark Adkin
London: Leo Cooper, 1992,243 pp., £18.50 cloth.
Reviewed by Paul J. Runci

Despite some highly publicized failures in the 1980s, the American intelligence
community enjoyed its share of quiet successes in the conduct of covert operations. One of those commonly placed in the "win" column is that of the CIA
operation in Afghanistan, which spanned almost the entire decade of the 1980s.
The Reagan Administration saw the war in Afghanistan as an opportunity to
"roll back" communism on the periphery. The Reagan Doctrine sought to assist
freedom fighters in an armed struggle against a better-equipped Soviet invasion
force and to settle accounts with the Soviet Union, which had helped give the
United States a "bloody nose" in Vietnam. As covert actions go, Afghanistan
was the good war. The United States succeeded in achieving all of these objectives, and the operations did not directly involve any American personnel.
However, victory was not inexpensive, in economic or moral terms.
The Bear Trap offers a chronicle of this tragic war and raises some disturbing
and controversial questions regarding the nature and motives of the American
involvement. As the commander of the Afghan Bureau of Pakistan's Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) from 1983-87, the book's primary author, Mohammad
Yousaf, is uniquely qualified to raise such questions. His tale is a compelling
one.
Yousaf's privileged perspective on the war's conduct and on the CIA operation in Afghanistan stems from the United States' determination to have only
indirect contact with the Mujahidin. As commander of ISI's Afghan bureau,
Yousaf managed the flow of money and resources into Pakistan from the United
States, Saudi Arabia, Britain, China, Egypt, and Turkey, and then coordinated
the transfer of supplies into the hands of the Mujahidin commanders. He saw
to it that Afghanistan's "Soldiers of God" were adequately fed, trained,
equipped, and armed - a mission that was frustrated repeatedly by international politics, personal goals and greed.
For example, by the early 1980s, it had become clear that the war in Afghanistan would not be won through victory in a decisive battle or through control
of the country's urban centers. The fight settled into a low-intensity guerilla
conflict. The aim for both sides of the conflict was to control the countryside. To
this end, the Soviets began to use helicopter gunships to conduct raids, escort
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who believe the Soviet Union collapsed in on itself like a house of cards will find
little to support their arguments in this book. Unlike Humpty Dumpty, who fell
off the wall, the Soviet Union was pushed. The authors clearly indicate that
Gorbachev was the culprit and that he knew exactly when and where to push
to destroy the Soviet system. While the book's coverage is broad in scope, the
authors maintain a tight focus on the key figures and decisions in the process of
disassembling the Soviet economy. They allow the reader to ponder the unanswerable question about the life and death of the Soviet system: why?
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convoys, and wreak havoc throughout the rugged and mountainous countryside which the Mujahidin had previously held unchallenged.
The most formidable weapon of all was the Soviet HIND-D gunship, an
armor-plated, heavily-armed, flying tank which ruled the skies. Virtually immune to the arms in the Mujahidin arsenal, the HIND-D threatened to tip the
war's balance in favor of the Soviets and to break the will of the Mujahidin.
Yousaf pleaded with the United States to put its new Stinger surface-to-air
missile into service in Afghanistan. Yet, the Americans felt that the Stinger, a
state-of-the-art weapon, would finds its way into the hands of Iran's Khomeini
regime, with which some Mujahidin leaders had close ties, or onto the international arms market. Furthermore, the CIA was concerned how the KGB would
respond to the deployment of Stingers in Afghanistan. Some members of the
intelligence community feared that if the United States upped the ante in
Afghanistan, the KGB would return the favor elsewhere in the world. However,
despite these concerns, Congress authorized in 1986 the transfer of Stingers to
Afghanistan, giving new life to the rebels' fight.
Before this transfer, the Mujahidin limped along in its struggle without the
advanced weapons it needed and often even without those weapons that
already had been sent to them. Weapons shipments were frequently diverted to
Pakistan's flourishing arms bazaar, to army units who kept the new arms and
sent their old ones to the Mujahidin, and apparently to a select few Pakistani
and Afghan military and political officials. Yousaf criticizes the CIA's methods
of shipment for they invariably involved at least one middleman outside of
Pakistan and thus presented ample opportunity for pilfering.
The book's final chapters are the most fascinating and controversial. Here he
chronicles several cross-border raids into the SovietUnion, which the Mujahidin
conducted in the spring of 1987. Yousaf explains that the raids were actually the
brainchild of William Casey, who was then the director of the CIA. Casey saw
the raids as a means of bringing the war home to the Soviets and of settling
accounts with them for their involvement in Vietnam. From the point of view
of the United States, the raids were tempting because no American lives would
be risked.
Although the Pakistani government finally agreed to coordinate and train the
Mujahidin for the missions, it prepared them with little enthusiasm. Yousaf
describes how the raids, which focused on industrial facilities and Soviet armed
forces, almost escalated the conflict into a much larger, regional war, potentially
involving Pakistan, Iran, India, and even the United States. The raids were
stopped abruptly.
Yousaf's account of the war closes with an inquiry into the circumstances
surrounding the withdrawal of American support for the Mujahidin in 1988. He
asserts, convincingly, that it was not the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan
that same year which led the United States to end its assistance so suddenly.
Instead, the Reagan Administration realized that the likely rulers of Afghanistan
after the war would be the better organized, more disciplined Islamic fundamentalist Mujahidin factions. Rather than allow the establishment of an Islamic
fundamentalist state, the United States pulled the rug out from under the
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Mujahidin, in effect choosing to foment an internal power struggle from which
Afghanistan is yet to emerge.
The Bear Trap is not a scholarly work. There is scarcely a footnote or reference
in the entire volume. However, it is an engrossing history told in a personal
manner by a military commander who seems to have survived his ordeal greatly
disillusioned, yet with his integrity intact. Although it will probably be some
time before the most important American documents from the Afghan War are
declassified, some have already been made public to testify on his behalf.
Mark Adkin, the second author of The Bear Trap, was a British Army officer,
and a foreign service officer. He has organized the book skillfully, inserting
numerous helpful maps highlighting key geographical and military features.
They serve to make otherwise confusing battlefield descriptions more meaningful.
This book is an important one for anyone interested in military history,
American-Soviet relations, or Central Asian affairs. Above all, however, it will
interest those concerned with the great moral debate surrounding covert action
and its role in a democratic society. As Yousaf shows us through his fascinating
yet sad story, even successful covert actions are not without moral cost.

The Challenges of Famine Relief:
Emergency Operations in the Sudan
By Francis Deng and Larry Minear
Washington, D.C: The Brookings Institution, 165 pp., with appendices, index,
and bibliography, $26.95 Cloth.
Reviewed by Thomas Valentine

For the fourth time in less than a decade famine is raging through the Horn of
Africa, a region where close to ten million people have died of starvation since
1984. The senselessness of the devastation in Somalia and the bumbled international response to the horrific conditions demonstrates once again that the
United Nations and the United States do not have a coherent strategy to address
and prevent famine. As the transformation of the political, social, and economic
institutions of underdeveloped countries accelerates in the post Cold War era,
there is a tremendous need for influential players in the global arena to develop
a stronger understanding of the socioeconomic complexities of famine. The
Challenges of Famine Relief by Francis Deng and Larry Minear is an important

contribution to the current debate on the organization and direction of humanitarian interventions. The historical analysis and prescriptions for reform included in the book provide constructive insights for both policymakers and
members of the international relief and development community.
The principal innovation of Deng and Minear's analysis lies in their integration of the conceptual and operational challenges of famine. While there are
several other books on emergency relief, this is the first which thoroughly
explores both the philosophical and logistical problems which pervade largescale humanitarian interventions. Following the precedent set by the acclaimed
scholars of famine Amartya Sen and Alex de Waal, the authors begin with an
extensive critique of the common misperceptions about famine. By illuminating
the distorted political and economic relationships inside the Sudan, Deng and
Minear argue convincingly that the primary forces behind famine are poverty
and powerlessness, not drought. They provide considerable evidence to show
that the farmers and pastoralists who died during the 1985 and 1990 crises in
Western and Southern Sudan were victims of military violence, physical displacement, agricultural upheaval, and discriminatory development policies.
In discrediting the prevailing belief that meteorological fluctuations are
responsible for the chronic death and destitution in the Sudan, the authors raise
two significant conceptual concerns. First, famine in the African context is
Thomas Valentine is a master's degreecandidateat the TheFletcherSchool ofLaw and Diplomacy
and aformer employee of CatholicRelief Services.
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essentially a crisis of conflict, governance, and underdevelopment. Examining
the ethnic, religious, geographical, and socio-political diversity of famine-prone
countries, it becomes clear that interventions which deploy rudimentary
"search and destroy" tactics to alleviate hunger will never eradicate the ongoing
vulnerability of the poor to malnutrition and oppression. Conventional relief
programs modeled on the Marshall Plan are band-aids atbest. Second, for future
initiatives to succeed, the international community must devote more time and
resources to preventative conflict resolution and long-term development. In
evaluating the impact of the 1985 emergency operations in the Sudan, the
authors succinctly articulate the West's paternalistic, shortsighted approach to
famine relief: "While the international community demonstrated a surprising
eagerness to help with famine relief, it was at the same time unwilling to provide
the vast resources required to develop Africa"(p. 78). As the current tragedy in
Somalia proves, famine will continue to plague Africa until influential representatives from the West sit down with the leaders of governments, rebel
movements, and local organizations to devise new strategies which promote
peace and sustainable development.
The prospect that a fundamental shift in thinking will take place in the near
future, however, is unlikely considering the international community's pathetic
inability to organize systematic responses to famine crises. In their exploration
of the logistical constraints of emergency relief programs, the authors found that
UN-led humanitarian interventions in the Sudan have historically been plagued
by a "pitiful lack of coordination"(p. 57) (a nightmare which re-occurred in
Somalia last year). Even though the situation has improved somewhat in recent
years, territorial bickering between UN agencies and personnel, and ideological
conflicts between regimes and rebel groups significantly reduce the timeliness
and effectiveness of collaborative efforts. In the case of Operation Lifeline, "the
natural bias of the United Nations toward governments and its discomfort in
dealing with insurgencies impeded its effective exercise of coordination" (p.
122). To avoid these kinds of management problems in the future, Deng and
Minear assert that the international community must develop a more professional code of conduct based on dialogue, balance and a focused sense of
mission. For this to occur, the United Nations and major bilateral and private
volunteer organizations (PVOs) must establish a new management network
with more clearly delineated divisions of labor.
The most thought provoking segment of the last third of the book investigates
the culturally destructive side-effects of relief operations. Even though the
general public in the West believes famine relief programs are noble causes, they
are usually a bitter blend of power politics and altruism. Deng and Minear
maintain that "the interplay of political realities and humanitarian objectives
contributes to the mixed results of relief activities"(p. 36). During the 1985
famine crisis in the Sudan, for example, the United States' unwavering military
and economic support of the unpopular Nimieri regime alienated a substantial
portion of the Sudanese population. Several prominent dissidents (many of
whom run the present government in Khartoum) complained that instead of
alleviating misery, the food aid supported the policies and practices responsible
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for the suffering in the first place. Similarly, the donors' reliance on foreign PVOs
for the distribution of food and medical supplies slighted several capable
members of the Sudanese NGO community - an unfortunate mistake given
that indigenous institutions form the cornerstone of democracy and local empowerment. The end result is that instead of strengthening the Sudanese resolve
to identify and address famine, humanitarian assistance frequently reinforced
negative images of Western hegemony and African ineptitude.
At the present time, it is difficult to judge the extent to which the international
community will learn from the mistakes of the past two decades. While recent
events in Somalia have generated positive discussion on the importance of
peace, development, and cultural sensitivity, preliminary reactions to Operation
Restore Hope indicate that both the UN and the U.S. are still reluctant to play a
more proactive role in preventing famine. The fact remains that the major
donors mobilize support for relief operations only when famine crises are
already well advanced. If the international community wants to eliminate
famine rapidly and effectively, Deng and Minear argue that important political
figures will have to "adopt a more vigorous humanitarian agenda, not only on
moral grounds, but also as a matter of enlightened self-interest"(p. 135). Their
first recommendation for reform, "to establish a mechanism to ensure high-level
political review of humanitarian emergencies,"(p. 125) is without question the
most difficult to achieve given the preeminence of other strategic geo-political
interests. In this regard, the only deficiency of The Challenges of Famine Relief is
a more detailed description of how social activists might put humanitarian
concerns on the top of the international agenda.
The great irony of famine is that it takes place in a world with more than
enough resources to feed the globe's inhabitants twice. Mohammad Yunus, the
founder of the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh, sums up the tragedy of the
challenge quite poignantly: "People who believe that it is impossible to eliminate poverty efficiently and decisively underestimate the potential of human
imagination."1 Unfortunately, the ugly truth is that the potential to eradicate
famine does not always translate into the political will to sacrifice for the poor.

1. This quotation is taken form a speech Mohammed Yunus gave to the Peace Corps in 1991.

Shining Path of Peru
Edited by David Scott Palmer
New York: St. Martin's Press, 1992, 271 pp., with glossary, bibliography,
list of contributors, and index, $45.00 cloth.
Reviewed by Robert J. Filippone

During the past twelve years, Peru's Shining Path guerrilla movement has
turned Peruvian society on its head and taken more than 25,000 lives, yet it
remains as mysterious as its enigmatic leader, Abimael Guzman Reynoso. In an
effort to elucidate the activities of the Shining Path, David Scott Palmer has
compiled a collection of essays by a renowned group of international scholars,
all of whom have experience with this Peruvian conundrum. While several of
the essays are excellent, the book suffers from a lack of cohesion commonly
found in edited works. In addition, the collection is an unfortunate victim of
recent events in Peru, including the capture of Guzman, which have made the
analysis prematurely obsolete.
Palmer attempts to put together a single comprehensive work on the Shining
Path by bringing together writers with a wide variety of backgrounds and
perspectives. The result is somewhat disjointed and incomplete, and the book
falls short in its attempt to be a definitive work on the Shining Path. The fifteen
contributors provide distinct interpretations of the movement, but fail to provide a clear narrative of its history. Readers unfamiliar with the Shining Path
will suffer from the book's inability to place important stages of the group's
struggle into the context of the overall movement. The various strategies employed by the Shining Path in order to win control of society and the nature of
a Peru led by the shining Path are both important issues that lack sufficient
clarification in this collection of essays.
For the serious student of the Shining Path or Peru, the book falls short as
well. It fails to go beyond the existing material published on the Shining Path
or to add any significant insights into the movement's future. While reading The
Shining Path of Peru,I continually found myself disappointed at the conclusion
of chapters, feeling as though I had read it all before. Palmer himself speaks of
the problems related to the length restrictions that were placed on him by the
publisher. Perhaps this explains in part the lack of depth and continuity in the
collection. Anyone who follows the Shining Path will undoubtedly have read
more extensive works previously published by the authors included in this
collection.
The book will still be of interest to those who are conducting research on the
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part determines the value of monetary units. Local politicians can do or say little
to counter the collective prerogative of global money traders. As a result,
Wriston asserts that the Grotian concept of sovereignty is beginning and will
continue to dissolve.
To the student of international affairs, Wriston's viewpoints are both encouraging and disturbing. Political institutions will have no choice but to become
more democratic, Wriston argues, because dictators will not be able to keep
information from their people. After becoming aware of different ways of life,
people throughout the world will rise up and force their leaders to respect their
desires. No less than any other revolution, information leads to a shift in the
balance of power. That power says Wriston will devolve to the people.
The lessons of history as old gives way to new are disturbing. Wriston makes
no mention of the age-old rule: those in power never give it up without a
struggle. How will that struggle manifest itself? Wriston's analysis looks out of
the economic peephole to a world which is already global. However, a political
perspective demonstrates profound difficulties that must be overcome to enter
Wriston's world.
Among the book's strengths is the research that supports Wriston's vision.
The content is not derived simply from the experiences of a thoughtful man.
Wriston surveys history for examples and warns that humans often display "the
inability to credit information that is at variance with our prejudgments." He
cites the command structures which ignored the possibility of Pearl Harbor and
carries it further suggesting that.
Few members of the current power structure wish to contemplate its
decline, preferring to cherish the plans they have made, the strategies
for victories, economic, political, or military. But the contests for
which they have faithfully prepared may never come, at least not in
the form expected, because the rules have been changed forever.
(p.17)
Another appealing quality of the book is its conversational tone. The argument has benefitted from Mr. Wriston's extensive discussions with other important decision makers over the past two decades.
The book is refreshing for not chastising America for falling behind in the
global economy. Wriston sees the US as well equipped to prosper in this age of
information:
The constant in the global marketplace is change, and change is what
we Americans deal with best. We have always been innovators....
This native adaptability is in itself a kind of "infrastructural" advantage ...
that will serve us well as long as we refuse to panic in the face
of statisticians and pundits wielding yesterday's numbers and telling
us we're washed up if we remain ourselves. (p. 109)
The book has neither a rosy nor gloomy outlook on the future. According to
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Wriston, "the information economy ...
poses social and economic problems for
both the developed and developing nations at least equal to those faced in the
last century" (p. 54) There will continue to be "haves" and "have-nots," butnow
the division will depend upon who has the information and knows what to do
with it.
The book falls short in prescribing future policy in any detail. The author is
certain "[n]ew skills and new insights will be required to survive and prosper,
and those who do not or cannot adapt will be left behind with all the social
trauma that entails." (p. 128) But there are no clear suggestions as to the nature
of these new skills and insights.
With all the emphasis on information, there is not enough exploration of the
problem of bad information. In our world of computers, bad data makes for bad
decisions. Wriston does not underscore the importance of the analysis of the
information. He implies but never says outright that the discerning filter between bad information (which wastes time) and good information (which
creates value) is education. The author simply states: "advanced technology
does not produce wisdom." (p. 176)
The Twilight of Sovereignty is easy to read and, depending on the course of
events, may be either profound or ethereal in its insights. Hints of Wriston's
vision abound in our world today and the student of international affairs would
be well advised to ponder the author's predictions.

Theodore H. White at Large:
The Best of His Magazine Writing, 1939-1986
Edited and with an introduction by Edward T. Thompson.
New York, New York: Pantheon Books, 1992, xxi + 681 pp., with index, $35.00
cloth.
Reviewed by Lawrence Friedman

As the twenty-first century draws near, Americans have a collective desire to
shape the past century, to meaningfully capture the intersection of public events
and private players. We need a record of the past in order to understand its
import for the future. Who is best equipped to perform this task is open to
question, but the argument can be made that history may be better documented
by the non-academic than by the professional historian. Consider F. Scott
Fitzgerald's chronicles of the jazz age, or more recently, Tom Wolfe's Bonfire of
the Vanities, an authoritative encapsulation of the debauched eighties. With the
novelists's eye and the journalist's ear, these writers record history not so much
as individual facts and figures and dates, but instead as the integral weave of
the larger canvas of our times.
Though the final report of this century will not be the work of any single
writer, perhaps no one may satisfy many of our fin de siecle needs better than
Theodore H. White. He would certainly possess the minimum qualifications:
White was both a journalist and a student of history. In addition, he wrote
novels, and the precision of his writing reflects the discipline of a novelist. A
recent collection of his shorter work offers an opportunity to evaluate his
contributions to our collective memory. Edited by White's friend Edward T.
Thompson, Theodore H. White at Large: The Best of His Magazine Writings, 19391986, features a sampling of White's prose on subjects ranging from his beloved
China to his coverage of American politics which would earn him his fame. The
book's title aptly describes White's stories as "writings," for his work was often
more essay-like than formulaic journalism, offering carefully measured combinations of facts, history and commentary.
Weighing against White is his obvious enjoyment of his own insider status,
which occasionally overwhelmed his better journalistic instincts. For example,
his portraits of such figures as Averell Harriman, Robert McNamara and Dean
Rusk, as well as casual, familiar references to John F. Kennedy, illustrate less his
subjects than his ability to place himself at the center of a story. Comments by
Kennedy help to illuminate Rusk, but White's noting that they were spoken "in
private conversation" (p. 53) with the President do not make those comments
Lawrence Friedmanis ajuris doctor candidateat Boston College Law School.
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any more credible; indeed, they merely underscore White's self-conscious
friendship with Kennedy.
White's subjectivity may be a criticism based more in style than substance,
but his viewpoints would have had far greater weight had he remained more
aloof from his subjects. The cumulative effect of the book's portraits is one of
unabashed adulation, lavished upon everyone from Kennedy to Rusk to Richard Nixon. As a result, the reader questions White's intentions: did he truly think
these men flawless, or were the flattering portrayals the result of too much time
spent within the confines of the inner circle? White's contemporaries would
label him "a political groupie who wrote flattering mawkish descriptions of
major politicians in order to keep them primed as sources for future books."'
And even the book's editor admits that White "hesitated to offend highly placed
contacts" (p. xvii).
While the profiles of White's favorite public personalities might undermine
his candidacy for a position among our preferred biographers of the century, in
the end his skills as an observer and recorder rescue his reputation. That
reputation is firmly based upon White's ability, as historian, to infuse his
accounts of diverse places and times within an understandable context, while
his novelist side renders scenes and situations in widescreen technicolor, every
corner detail etched with the stroke of a pen. At his best, as in the opening
paragraph of "Inside Red China," White takes the reader along with the momentum of his language:
You come down on Yenan from the air, over the wastelands of North
China and over low hills with their tops sliced off. You feel that you
are going into a bandits' lair - remote, inaccessible, awe-inspiring,
surmounted with an incongruously lovely T'ang pagoda yellow
against the China-blue sky (p. 114).
The exactness and rhythm of White's prose stands in stark contrast to today's
journalism, which seems to be written with an eye toward perfect puns and
pop-culture references, and with general "indifference to the bigger picture."2
White's many stories from China amply demonstrate his authorial gifts. As
Time's China correspondent before and during World War II, he had the opportunity to hone his writing skills, sending back to the United States models of
reporting. The depth of White's experience reveals itself more thoroughly with
his later visits to the middle kingdom in the seventies and early eighties, as his
reflections of post-Cultural Revolution China foreshadowed the violence that
would beset Beijing at the decade's end. Even the offhand remark brims with
1. Timothy Crouse, The Boys on the Bus, (New York, NY: Random House, 1972, 1973), 36.
2. Katherine Boo, "The New Writer's Bloc," Washington Monthly, November, 1992, p. 40. Boo cites
New York Times correspondent Maureen Dowd as today's archetypal journalist: by the end of
Dowd's profile of George Bush's Office of Management and Budget Director Richard Darman:
"We know that [Darman] is a conniver with an appetite for Chicken McNuggets. Yet we aren't
afforded a due about what Darman actually does - that is, how he runs the Office of
Management and Budget...." Ibid, at p. 39.
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insight: "For Chinese, statistics are the poetry of politics" (p. 129).
American politics and policy-both foreign and domestic -receive equally
close attention from White. In "Where Are Those New Roads?" he explains the
congressional maneuvering around a 1956 transportation bill, recognizing that
too often the ultimate losers in the political game are the American people:
"Deep somewhere in the origins of this new national highway program lurk the
strains and nightmare fears of the average American motorist" (p. 248). With
similar eloquence, White has the final say on our involvement in Vietnam,
writing shortly after the last helicopters had cleared the Saigon embassy roof:
What we should have learned is dear: the reach of American power
is not the reach of our bombers, our helicopters, our fleet, our
logistics. The reach of American power extends only so far as the
reach of American political understanding (p. 27).
This is the T.H. White that shines through the patches of vanity and hyperbole. His gracious pen still captivates; his inquiries span the human condition,
particularly the American condition. Given its length and diversity, T. H. White
at Large is a difficult book to sum up in a short, jacket-copy phrase. Suffice it to
say that White's work will be a resource for that final report at century's end:
his writing deserves a place among the varied materials with which we attempt
to bring order to the past, and with which we continue to define the ever-changing present.
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