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deal in reference to the Middle East, and he used it twice in his NED speech 
�D�Q�G�� �¿���Y�H�� �W�L�P�H�V�� �L�Q�� �K�L�V�� �V�H�F�R�Q�G�� �L�Q�D�X�J�X�U�D�O�� �D�G�G�U�H�V�V���� �,�W�� �G�L�G�� �Q�R�W�� �D�S�S�H�D�U�� �H�Y�H�Q�� �D��
single time in his Abu Dhabi speech. The word “oppression” appeared four 
times in both his NED and inaugural speech, but it appeared only once in 
his most recent address.

An even more important change is how the president spoke about govern-
ments. They had shifted from being the obstacles to freedom to the bulwarks 
against fanaticism. After somewhat vaguely pledging support to the peoples 
of the Middle East in their struggle for peace, he addressed the “leaders 
�D�F�U�R�V�V���W�K�H���0�L�G�G�O�H���(�D�V�W���Z�K�R���D�U�H���¿���J�K�W�L�Q�J���W�K�H���H�[�W�U�H�P�L�V�W�V���´���8�V�L�Q�J���V�R�P�H���R�I���W�K�H��
most direct language of the entire address, he said, “We urge you to join us 
in committing the resources to help the Palestinians build the institutions 
of a free society. Help the citizens of Lebanon preserve their government 
and their sovereignty in the face of outside pressure from their neighbors. 
Show the Iraqis that you support them in their effort to build a more hope-
ful nation. And as you do these things, the best way to defeat the extremists 
in your midst is by opening your societies, and trusting in your people, and 
giving them a voice in their nation” [emphasis added].

There are several ways to interpret the president’s muted tone. One is to see 
it as an effort to be polite to his Gulf hosts, who have often done a better 
job promoting tolerance than promoting democracy as their countries have 
grown. A more cynical view is that the Bush Administration has concluded 
that its efforts to promote democracy in the Middle East have all left chaos 
in their wake—not only the ongoing turmoil in Iraq, but also the Hamas vic-
tory in Palestinian elections, the perilous deadlock in Lebanon, and so on.

A fairer analysis would suggest two things. First, the president has belat-
edly concluded that things in the Middle East can get much worse than they 
already are. That certainly wasn’t the attitude it took before the invasion 
of Iraq, nor the one it took as violence began to climb there. It was not the 
attitude of the president’s speeches in 2003 and 2005. But it is clearly the 
�D�W�W�L�W�X�G�H���Q�R�Z�����5�H�J�L�R�Q�D�O���V�W�D�W�H�V���K�D�Y�H���E�H�H�Q���Y�L�W�D�O���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�V���L�Q���H�I�I�R�U�W�V���W�R���¿���J�K�W���W�H�U��
rorism, and they will continue to be. Regional states also help resist Iranian 
efforts to project power in the Gulf and undermine the United States posi-
tion there. Imperfect though they are, regional governments serve important 
U.S. government interests.

Second, President Bush has accepted that positive change in the region is 
not nearly as inevitable as he might wish, even with extraordinary U.S. ef-
forts to make it so. Neophytes often look at the Middle East and say things 
cannot possibly continue has they have been; veterans see the often surpris-
�L�Q�J���G�X�U�D�E�L�O�L�W�\���R�I���L�Q�H�I�¿���F�L�H�Q�W���D�Q�G���G�H�H�S�O�\���L�P�S�H�U�I�H�F�W���V�\�V�W�H�P�V�����&�K�D�Q�J�H���L�V���D���F�R�Q��
stant, but an evolution toward an American ideal, no matter how eloquently 
expressed is far from a given.

It took much of his two terms to get there, but the president ended up largely 
in the right place: supporting the expansion of rights and liberties for all 
who maintain peaceful purposes, working with governmental partners on 
shared interests, and continuing to stand for American principles. The prob-
lem now was the messenger. The president’s past rhetoric, his failures in 
Iraq, and the perceived arrogance with which he treats other societies under-
mined the message. His previous speeches and actions set a high bar, but as 
Michael Hirsch recently pointed out in Newsweek, they serve to highlight 
his failure to meet with a single political dissident on his entire regional trip. 
The approach still needs some tweaking, but it is approaching the right bal-
ance, just in time for the next president to pick it up.   |  1/17/08
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Links of Interest
Jon Alterman was quoted about the 
President’s trip by the Financial Times, 
Associated Press, and NPR’s Morning 
Edition.

Michael Hirsh wrote an article in News-
week about the President’s trip to Saudi 
Arabia.

CSIS hosted Henry A. Crumpton, the 
Ambassador-at-Large for counterter-
rorism at the Department of State, on 
January 14 to discuss the role of ambas-
sadors in the � eld as part of the CSIS 
Smart Power series.
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