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Washington Post Blames “The Lack of US
Leadership” for Famine Caused by “US Leadership”
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“American leadership” is one of a long list of vague, seemingly benign pseudo-concepts our
media throw around to justify increased spending on soft power and military adventurism.
It’s a difficult concept to pin down, but it’s almost always presented as something the United
States is “failing” to do when it doesn’t “engage” the world with enough war, sanctions or
arbitrarily applied human rights scolding.

Lamenting a “lack of American leadership” is, therefore, a time-honored Serious Person
cliche for those operating at major US papers, and one Washington Post deputy editorial
page editor  Jackson Diehl  phoned in  Sunday with  his  op-ed “Genocide,  Famine and a
Democratic Retreat—All After One Year of US Inaction” (1/21/17).

The piece began with a bizarre inversion of reality:

Maybe it’s just a coincidence, but as the United States has retreated from
international leadership in the past decade, several toxic global trends have
gained momentum. Democracy is steadily retreating, according to Freedom
House, whose annual study documents a decline for the 12th consecutive year.
Famine is threatening more people than ever: Tens of millions are at risk of
starvation in countries such as Yemen, South Sudan and Somalia.

It’s unclear exactly what “international leadership” is supposed to mean here, besides being
inversely correlated with Bad Things happening. The piece is a broadside against both
former President Obama and Donald Trump for “steadily retreating,” but the most serious
Bad Thing he cites as a result of a lack of American leadership, the famine in Yemen, is a
d i r e c t  r e s u l t  o f  “ A m e r i c a n  l e a d e r s h i p . ”  O b a m a  a n d  T r u m p
have logistically and politically supported the Saudi-led bombing and blockade of Yemen
that caused the famine.
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Washington Post‘s Jackson Diehl (1/21/18): “It’s getting easier for regimes to commit — and get away
with — crimes against humanity.”

But Diehl’s not honestly engaging with the world as it is; his job is to advance the premise
that the US has both the right and the moral duty to dictate the affairs of other countries.
Diehl did the same cynical reality-inversion last June (FAIR.org, 6/26/17), when he not only
ignored the US’s role in creating the Yemen famine, but painted them as the heroes coming
to the rescue.

Similarly,  Diehl  cites “the tragedy of  Syria” in Sunday’s piece as a result  of  a lack of
American leadership, without mentioning the American leadership of the CIA—along with
American leadership allies Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and Qatar—helped fund, train and arm
groups  in  that  conflict,  thus  fueling  the  “tragedy.”  Also  omitted  was  the  ongoing  role  of
“American  Leadership”  in  bombing  seven  countries,  its  deadly  drone  program  that
has terrorized thousands of civilians in Yemen and Central Asia, its continued use of offshore
penal colonies outside the scope of international law and a number of other bad things that
result from the active exertion of “American leadership,” rather than its absence.

The rest of the piece is about the Trump administration’s “inaction” over ethnic cleansing of
the Rohingya in Burma, but the setup is very telling. Diehl uses this ethnic catastrophe to
browbeat the US for not doing enough, but really what he wants, as evidenced by his years
of  writing  (see,  e.g.,  FAIR.org,  5/2/06,  12/23/14,  5/17/16),  is  more  meddling  and
intervention and bombing in  general;  the tragedy in  Burma simply  serves as  a  moral
lubricant for an assertion of the US’s superiority. To national security boosters like Diehl,
 “American leadership,” like military spending, is always in a state of inadequacy. There’s
never enough,  we always need more.  The possibility  that said “leadership” or  military

https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/global-opinions/genocide-famine-and-a-democratic-retreat--all-after-one-year-of-us-inaction/2018/01/21/861752fa-fc48-11e7-a46b-a3614530bd87_story.html?utm_term=.4744d73881ea
https://fair.org/home/after-us-backed-bombing-sparks-famine-in-yemen-wapo-editor-insists-us-not-the-problem/
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/01/24/world/middleeast/us-relies-heavily-on-saudi-money-to-support-syrian-rebels.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/backed-turkey-syrian-rebels-take-fight-islamic-state-kurds/3481582.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/08/world/middleeast/qatars-support-of-extremists-alienates-allies-near-and-far.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/02/world/middleeast/cia-syria-rebel-arm-train-trump.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/02/world/middleeast/cia-syria-rebel-arm-train-trump.html
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/u-s-bombed-iraq-syria-pakistan-afghanistan-libya-yemen-somalia-n704636
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/stories/2017-01-01/drone-wars-the-full-data
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/politics/wp/2017/11/01/the-trump-toughness-doctrine-and-guantanamo-bay/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/politics/wp/2017/11/01/the-trump-toughness-doctrine-and-guantanamo-bay/
https://fair.org/take-action/action-alerts/ignoring-inaccuracy-at-the-washington-post/
https://fair.org/home/the-weird-world-of-the-washington-post-where-reagan-never-met-gorbachev/
https://fair.org/home/media-to-trump-dont-cozy-up-to-dictators-unless-theyre-the-right-dictators/


| 3

spending may be causing the  problems—even the ones  he himself  cites  as  the  most
urgent—rather than being their solution is simply not an option.

*

Adam Johnson is a contributing analyst for FAIR.org.
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