PLAYBOY INTERVIEW:

A candid conversation with one of the smartest foreign-policy minds in the
U.S. about the cost of Iraq, the upcoming election and the future of America

Fureed Zakaria has been called the Muslim Cary
Grant and mentioned as a candidate for secre-
tary of state—naot the usual praise heaped on
a journalist. One thing 15 certain: Americans
increasingly rely on the articidate colummist and
television commentator fo fnierfret world events,
whether they be the September 11 terrorist attacks,
the assassination of Bengtir Bhutto in Pakistan
or the latest inflammatery ravings of Fran's
Malmoud Ahmadmejad. At a time when politi.
cal discourse is aflen limited to sensational sound
bites, whining and bloviating, Zakaria’s analysis
and opinions are reasened, complex, bipartisan
and coherent, No wonder Iis fans range from
Jon Stewart, who reportedly has a “man crush”
on Zakaria, to Condoleezza Rice, who has said
Zaharia is “intelligent about just about every
area of the world.” Esquire named him one of the
21 most important people of the 2Ist century,
Before September 11 Zakaria was a rising
star in the ravefied world of foreign policy;
The Nation called him the “junior Kissinger”
Then came the terrorist attacks and Zakaria's
response, & seminal Newsweeh cover story
called “The Politics of Rage: Why Do They
Hate Us?,” a bold critique of the “dysfunc-
tions” of Arab society. In the piece Zakaria
argued for an American and international
effort to help Islam enter the modern world;
he was rewarded with a fatwa. Since then
Zakaria has become the go-io commentator
on lerrorism and the Middle East, as well as

“The rhetoric of Washingion is absolutely perni-
clous-—rhetoric that views the outside world as
evil, Our foreign policy is irying to convert peo-
ple to nirvana—that s, our way--—or beating
them up, humiiating and punishing them.”

India, Pakistan, China, Russia—in faci, just
about every one of the world's hot spots.

In addition to his columns for Newsweek
and The Washington Post Zakaria will soon
host his own weekly hour-long show on CNN.
He's also the author of books about terrorism,
international politics, economics and plobal-
ization, including The Fulure of Freedom, a
New York Times best-seller transiated into 20
longuages. His latest is The Post-American
Werld, essential reading for anyone who hopes
to understand the future of the United States.
Americe has a choice, Zakaria contends:
accept and adapt to the new paradigm—the
inexorable rise of the rest of the world—or suf-
Jer economically and politically.

Zakaria, 44, who lives in New York Cily
with his wife, Paula Throckmorton Zakaria,
and their two children, was born in Mumbai,
India, where his father was a scholar and poli-
tician and his mother o newspaper editor. He
was educated in India before coming io the
U.S. to attend college at Yale, where he became
president of the Yale Political Union, After
graduating he earned a Ph.D. at Harvard,
followed by his appointment as the youngest
managing editor in the history of Foreign
Affairs magazine. Then Newsweek called.
Along with his column and occasional fea-
tures, he pversees the magazine's international
editions. He's a frequent guest on lalk shows,
including The Daily Show, and an analyst

“We in the media have culpability. Bad news
sells. We should really think about it. We have
an obligation to place things in context. The
truth is we are safer than at any other time in
Listory. Where's the news in that?”

Jor ABC News. He also hosted the Foreign
Exchange show on PBS.

PLAYBOY tapped Contributing Editor Devid
sheff, who last imterviewed Russian dissident and
Jormer world chess champion Garry Kasparau for
the magazine, lo meet with Zakaria in Manhatlan.
T knew Zakaria would be smari,” Sheff reports,
“but T was struch by lis graciousness. Even as he
talks about a new world, he has old-world man-
ners and class. That's not to say he didn’t heep me
on my toes. Name any place and not only does
Zaharia know ils frressing contentporary issues
but he pnuts them in their historical context, It’s all
the more remarkable because Zakaria's beat—that
is, everywhere—uwith ifs elections, cowups, ferrorist
attacks, assassinations and wars, s a perpelually
moving target. Whether about Irag, Iran, Rus-
sia, Ching or the U.S., he challenged me, as he
regularly does his readers and viewers, to think
deeply about my assumptions.”

PLAYBOY: For many of us the idea of a post-
American world is unthinkable. We're
too big, too significant—the world's only
superpower. Are we wrong?

ZAKARIA: T began with the same confidence.
I thought America was unstoppable too,
that our position in the world was assured.
But then I began noticing things that a
short time ago were unimaginable. The
richest man in the world lives in Mexico
City. The tallest building in the world is in
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“We do live in a troubled world, but this is not
Armageddon. fust because a fwo-bit dictator
in Iran has some sirange musings about
religion doesn’t mean he’s going to end the
world as we know it. Nor can he”
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Taipei, and Dubai is building a taller build-
ing. The next-tallest building in the world
will be built in Dubai a year and a halflater.
The largest factory in the world is in China.
The largest refinery is in India. I was in
Las Vegas one day and thought, At least we
have this. It turns out we don't. The largest
casino hotel in the world now is the Vene-
tian in Macao, and Macao just overtook Las
Vegas with the largest gambling revenues
in the world. Shopping, America’s great
leisure-time activity? The last time I was in
Beijing they showed me the largest mall in
the world, which has since been eclipsed
by another Chinese mall. It turns out the
top 10 malls in the world are all outside
the United States. Just three years ago
almost every category I gave you would
have been toppéd by America.
The change is fast and has only
just begun, It's stll rue there's
only one superpowet, but things
are changing in every dimension
other than the military.

PLAYBOY: Some people would
argue that our military trumps
everything else.

ZAKARIA: From history we know
that if a superpower relies solely
on its military might, it will fail
behind. At the end of their empire
the British were ohsessed by minor
political disturbances throughout
the empire, where they could go
in and stabilize a situation with
their military strength. It's the
trap of hegemony: You begin to
believe the only thing that mat-
ters is the thing you can do better
than others and without others’
support. it's the quick and easy ~
path to decline.

PLAYBOY: But the United States
also still has the world’s number
one economy.

ZAKARIA: Which is in jeopardy
if we don’t adapt to the chang-
ing world, if we don't embrace
it, if instead we dig in our heels,
close our borders, close our
minds and try to stop change.
PLAYBOY: How are we trying to
stop change?

ZAKARIA: First, we're in denial,
and there are two or three streams feeding
the denial. We've always thought of our-
selves as exceptional. We ar exceptional,
But this country was created in rejection of
the Old World. We were the New World. We
think we still are, but a newer world is being
formed, newer than ours. We're also in de-
nial about globalization. We talk aboue it,
but more than 80 percent of the U.S. econ-
oy is domestic. Meanwhile, we react with
absolute horror at the prospect that there
might be Americans who speak a second
language—Spanish, God forbid—as if our
big problem as Americans Is that we know
oo many foreign languages. Also, there's
very little foreign travel by Americans. Qur
parochialism means we really haven’t no-
ticed things have changed. U.S. businesses

get it, though. It's a very competitive world,
and they've had to hustle. American univer-
sifies get it too. Students are coming from
everywhere, and research is being done
everywhere. The place they don't get it is
Washington, D.C. The rhetoric of Washing-
ton is absolutely pernicdious—rhetoric that
views the outside world as evil. In Washing-
ton it's all chest-pumping machismo. Our
foreign policy is trying to convert people to
nirvana—-that is, our way—or beating them
up, humiliating and punishing them. The
idea of talking to themn is ridiculed. There's
no other country in the world where talking
to people—just talking to them—is regarded
as treasonous. As a result we know nothing
ahout these places in the world that are ris-
ing and becoming vibrant and powerful.

We talk incessantly about Iran, and Bush
demonizes the country. But we know noth-
ing about Iran, and the administration
doesm't even want to talk to Iran.

PLAYBOY: S0 you favor talking to a rogue
nation like Iran?

ZAKARIA: Of course. Iran is a very com-
plex country with a very complex cul-
ture. Unless we talk to them, how will we
know who they are? We don't even know
anything about Cuba, though it's only
90 miles from Florida. For four decades
we've had a fantasy that we were achiev-
ing regime change in Cuba; meanwhile
Fidel Castro, until very recently, was the
longest-serving political leader in the
world. You'd think those two facts would
be prima facie evidence our policy hasn't

worked, but we don't go back and ook,
It's unthinkable we would learn from any-
one else. [nstead, they are all bad, and we
are good. Everyone is out to get us.
PLAYBOY: Do you deny there are dangers
that justify caution?

ZAKARIA: Of course not, but they're
blown way out of proportion, and we
in the media have culpability here. Bad
news sells. We say this blithely. We say it
and kind of titter, but we should really
think about it. We have an obligation 10
place things in context. The truth is we
are safer than at any other time in his-
tory. Where's the news in that?

PLAYBOY: Safer? With Al Qaeda and siri-
lar terrorist groups still threatening us?
ZAKARIA: Al Qaeda has been very suc-
cessfully defanged. Every gov-
ernment in the world realized
it was a problem, and now it’s
on the run.

PLAYBOY: You charge that, since
September 11, 2001, Al Qaeda
has basically been a producer
of bad videos. But what about
the bombings in Madrid and
London? What about suicide
bombings throughout the
Middle East?

ZAKARIA: Every motley crew
calls itself Al Qaeda but has no
operational or financial links
to the outfit that directed 9/11
and the embassy bombings.
Since 9/11 Osama bin Laden
has done nothing except issue
threats in videos.

PLAYBOY: Are you denying the
threat of terrorism?

ZAKARIA: It's fundamentally
important that we recognize ter-
rorism and Islamic extremism as
real problems, but we must put
them in context. We're told the
Arab world is out to get us, but
it’s a small fringe. Polls in every
Muslim sodiety show most people
reject the message of extremism
and fundamentalism. Do they
reject it loudly enough? Maybe
in some cases they don't, and we
should push them to. The Tali-
ban is unpopular, Al Qaeda is
unpopular. The idea of jihad is unpopular:
Yet we're constantly given the message that
they're all out to get us, which of course in
some weird way is doing Osama bin Laden's
bidding, feeding the message of Al Qaeda
and giving it more power than it deserves.
PLAYBOY: How about Iran? Do you agree
that Ahmadinejad and a nuclear Iran
are a threar?

ZAKARIA: On one occasion Ahmadinejad
said he wanted to wipe Israel off the map.
There’s some debate about what he actually
said, but let's assume he said it. It's a horri-
ble thing to say and absolutely deserves to
be condemned, butisn't it worth our point-
ing out that in the 1970s every Arab leader
routinely said this? The big shifi in a 30- or
40-year perspective is that he's the only
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guy in the Middle East saying it now. The
Arabs—the Egyptians, the Syrians—have
all moved to a reluctant acceptance of the
reality of Israel. Now that’s the big story but
not what we often report. The polls I've
seen suggest there is a disturbingly large
number of people who think Iran is a cure
security threat that should be dealt with
by military force. Why? The press keeps
saying World War I11 will take place if the
Iranians get the capacity to make nuclear
weapons. Bush does. Americans are basi-
cally optimistic, open-minded people, but
the press and politicians have this amazing
ability to convinee people we're living in
a dangerous world and there are people
out there trying to kill us. It used to be the
crazies—the Joe McCatthys of the world-—
who were trying to convince you nuclear
Armageddon was approaching. Now the
people doing it are in high office.
PLAYBOY: Is it because they believe it, or
are they manipulating the public?
ZAKARIA: I've never met a politicdan who
is unaware of the effects of his rhetoric on
his poll ratings. Politicians are aware that
when they talk up this rhetoric, it makes
people think it’s better to have tough,
hawkish people in charge. We do live in
a troubled world, but this is not Arma-
geddon. Just because a two-bit dictator
in Iran has some strange musings about
religion doesn't mean he’s going to end
the world as we know it. Nor can he,
PLAYBOY: But it seems dangerous to mini-
mize the threat of terrorism.
ZaKARriA: There's always going to be what I
call mom-and-pop terrorism. It's unfortu-
nate. What could derail us, however, is the
large-scale weapons-of-mass-destruction
type of terrorism—nuclear terrorism. It's
a real problem, and we should be address-
ing it more energetically than we are. The
administration hasn't put the nuclear pro-
Liferation issue in front.
PLAYBOY: What would be a more rational
strategy on terrorism?
ZAKARIA: We should certainly be tracing
these groups, tracking their funds, doing
everything we can to obstruct and inter-
cept them. We should also make 2 much
more active effort to engage this struggle
at cultural, political and economic levels
to make these societies understand that
we share their aspirations for modernity.
We want to partner with them. We see
our future as being linked with theirs. We
shouldn’t convey that we think Islam is the
enemy. Look, if 1.3 billion Muslims were
really orying to revolt against the West, you
would hear about it a lot more often than
the occasional cafe bomb in Istanbul.
PLAYBOY: What about Tran? What would
be a rational approach there?
ZaKARIA: We have to come to terms with
the Eact that Iran is a real country and has
legitimate security concerns. Look at the
neighborhood: You have a nudear India,a
nuclear Pakistan, a nuclear China, a nuclear
Russia and a nuclear Israel. The United
States has 150,000 troops on one Iranian
border, and 50,000 1U.5. and NATO troops
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Fareed Zakaria's book The Posi-American World predicts a future in which
the United Stafes is no longer the world's sole superpower. And we've
lost some lop spois already. Here are 10 areos where we used fo be number

one and who's there now.—Ben Conniff .

are on the other border. You have an Amer-
ican president who keeps saying this is an
evil regime that has to be changed. Iran is
not just being paranoid. If you were in that
situation, you wounld buy some insurance,
and in the world of international relations
nuclear weapons are insurance.

PLAYEOY: But doesn't a nuclear Iran
concern you?

ZAKARIA: If you want Iran to denuclear-
ize, you must recognize that it will need
some assurances relating to security. The
first step would be having a dialogue.
Barack Obama said he would talk to
them, and he was vilified, called naive,
but you want to talk to these people.
PLAYBOY: The counterargument is that
they want to kill us and that talking to
people like Ahmadinejad is irresponsible
as well as useless.

ZAKARIA: And it would be rewarding
them. To which I say, “Look, we don't
actually know much about them.” Some
people around the world have heard a lot
of things George Bush has said and think
he's crazy too. Lwould say to them, "Meet
him. Find out.” The reality is that Iran is
a serious country. No matter who governs
it, fran has security concerns. The nuclear
program was started by the shah of Iran,
not the mullahs. Negotiating with them
does not mean they won't be very tough.
Remember that the best thing for Cas-
tro, the Iranian hard-liners and so many
others has been to have the United States

as their enemy. We play into their hands.
If we were to take a more sensible view of
Iran and North Korea, to name two, we
would recognize that time is on our side,
not theirs. We in the modern world have
the answers; they don’t. Iran has a totally
dysfunctional economy. The government
isn't particularly popular. It's not a recipe
for long-term success.

PLAYBOY: You argue for engagement, but
doesn’t China disprove that engagement
leads to regime change and democracy?
Zaxama: We started talking to China at the
height of the Cultural Revolution, when
Mao, probably a certified lunatic, was run-
ning the country into the ground. Ir’s dif-
ficult to describe how cataclysmically bad
and antimodern revolutionary China was.
From there we've ended up with a China
that is peaceful, increasingly prosperous
and meodernizing. There's a rule of law,
and the country is dealing with environ-
mentalism, including global warming.
PLAYBOY: But China has no religious free-
doms, and critics of the government are
routinely locked up.

ZAKARIA: The Chinese haven’t moved
all the way, but compared with 19737 In
1973 anyone who told you China would
be where it is today would have been
accused of smoking dope. We move the
goalposts when we say "But they're nota
full liberal democracy yet.” Yes, but there
is more openness than you would believe.
If you want to be an entrepreneur and
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own things, you can. If you want to sue
the government in court, you can.
PLAYBOY: What about Russia? Do vou
agree it's actually backsliding in its prog-
ress toward democracy?

ZAKARIA: Putin has struggled with consti-
tutional issues relating to whether or not
he can keep his position. In the old days
it would have been easy. “What consti-
tution? I am the constitution.” I regard
that as progress,

PLAYBOY: But isn't it a false sense of prog-
ress? In a recent Playboy Interview, oppo-
sition leader Garry Kasparov charged
that Putin has acted as unilaterally as the
Communist leaders.

ZAKARIA: It's a fair point, but Russia isn’t
just richer, it's ffger in a hundred dif-
ferent ways. But 'f'és, in five years there
has been regression. Pakistan is similar.
Twenty years ago it was basically a failed
state going toward jihadist status.
PLAYBOY: In Pakistan what will be the
long-term impact of Benazir Bhurto's
assassination?

ZAKARIA: In an odd way it doesn't change
things as much as if she had lived. She
had the potential to change the political
dynamic in Pakistan because she was the
only truly national fgure who was popu-
lar, modern and antifundamentalist. She
was a plausible alternative to military rule.
Pakistan will probably muddie through,
but nothing will fundamentally change.

PLAYBOY: How about next door in Irag?

Initially you supported the war. At what
point did you change your position?
ZAKARIA: One week after the invasion |
wrote a column saying the occupation
was going badly. I called for a much
larger troop level and UN occupation.
PLAYEOY: Like Hillary Clinton and others, do
you regret your initial support of the war?
ZAKARIA: [ still believe the idea of creat-
ing a modern and democratic Iraq was a
good one, and Saddam Hussein's incred-
ibly brutal and tyrannical regime pro-
vided an unusual epportunity to do so. I
believe we went about it in a catastrophic
way that incurred enormous costs. So put
me down as somebody who still believes
it was a good idea but was very badly
implemented. The road to hell is lirtered
with good intentions. Perhaps my mistake
was not realizing the Bush administration
would be as arrogant and stupid as they
were. I thought they would want to suc-
ceed. There was a legal framework to go
in. I never bought the WMD rationale,
but there were the 16 UN resolutions, It
was a rare opportunity to get rid of an evil
dictator, modernize the region and do it
in a completely legitimate, sanctioned way
that the international community would
sign on to. What would it have required?
Waiting three months so the French were
onboard? At the tinie, Indian officials told
me [if the U.5. had waited and not gone in
unilaterally] they would have sent troops.
If India had sent them, Pakistan would
have sent them, probably Bangladesh

48 as well. But the success of Afghanistan

turned the Bush administration’s head
and made them power crazy. It made
them want to do it all by themselves, and
it completely ruined us nationally.
PLAYBOY: Is Iraq hopeless?

ZAKARIA: If 10 years from now Iraq turng
out to be a modern and democratic state,
it will make a big difference in the Middle
East. Will the price have been worth it? 1
don't know. The cost has been unconscio-
nable for the United States. But I persist in
believing that opening up the Middle East
to be more modern and moderate—more
democratic—is a crudal part of the answer,
PLAYBOY: Some critics of the Iraq war say
America is creating a new generation of
suicide bombers and terrorists through-
out the region. Are we?

ZAKARIA: 1 think that’s exaggerated. I don't
think we're creating a new generation of
them, but neither are we doing enough to
stop the existing trends of radicalization.
PLAYBOY: How could we?

ZAKARIA: It's a very powerful thing to want
to give up your own life, to kill yourself for
a cause. We need to be a little bit humble
about understanding that we're not the
cause of all the things that go on in the

I still believe the idea of
creaiing a modern and
democratic Iraq was a good
one. I believe we went about
it in a catastrophic way that
incurred enormous costs.

world. This is an internally generated
dysfunction, but we could be part of the
solution, They all think the United States
is out to get them. They all think we're try-
ing to wage war on them, on Islam. At the
very least we should ask, Why do people
think this way, and what can be done? The
vast majority of people in these societies
want modernity. Of course they want it
with a certain kind of cultural dignity, but
that’s true everywhere, and it's particularly
true in the broken cultures of the Arab
world. That means there is going to be
a certain anger and rage about the West-
ernization of the world. At the end of the
day, though, they don't want the Taliban.
They don’t want Islamic fundamentalism.
They're searching for some in-between
path. Meanwhile, Islamic terrorism is a
lethal problem being perpetrated by a
small virulent minority. The majority is
not in any way supporting it. They are
victims of it; they are the ones who die in
the cafes. Al Qaeda in Iraq has killed many
more Iragis than Americans.

PLAYBOY: Is much of the anti-American senti-
ment throughout the world based on a fear
that our culture will overwhelm theirs?

ZAKARIA: Bush feeds this, but life is going
to be a cultural cocktail, a strange mix-
ture of West, East, old and new. A lot of
what people describe as Americanization
is actually the rise of mass culture. Because
America got there first—onr companies,
our products, our ways of iving—America
has become part of what people think of as
mass culture, but it's more complex than
that. The Chinese are now going to Vegas-
style casinos, but these people hadn’t been
sitting at home in their courtyard, reading
Confucius. They were poor villagers who
were barely surviving. Now they have a lit-
tle bit of money, so they go to McDonald's.
Mass culture and American culture have
been fused, but what's really rising is mass
culture. Some of it has overtones of Ameri-
canism, but in a Iot of places it has local
variations and local accents. The future
is all about fusion, even in America. New
York already is full of sushi restaurants. I
mentioned the largest casino in the world;
it's an American casino built in Macao that
locks like St. Mark’s Square in Venice,
which is deeply influenced by Islamic and
Moorish culture. That's the cultural cock-
tail of the new world.

PLAYBOY: Your new book is about Ameri-
ca’s place in this new world. Bottom line:
Are we in trouble? Do you predict the
fall of America?

ZAKARIA: No. We will still be a powerful
country, but it will be a different world.
Other countries are growing faster than
we are, 50 at a fundamental level there will
be a relative decline. We're still vibrant.
We're still vital. We sill retain a central
role in every game we're playing. But
China is growing at 10 percent, and we're
growing at three. In 10 years China will
have a slightly larger share of the global
GDP than we do. We have a great hand,
but we have to know how to play it.
PLAYBOY: Exactly what's in our great hand?
ZAKARIA: We have this amazing quality of
still being hungry and energetic, which
comes from our openness. But if we give
ourselves over to fear, we move in exactly
the opposite direction. We close the very
doors that have kept us vibrant. What
has worked for America is that we take
in the best ideas and the best people, mix
them all up and invent the future. This
is threatened by fearmongering on both
sides of the political spectrum, the us-vs.-
them mentality, protectionism and those
who would isolate us rather than have us
embrace and collaborate with and learn
from one another.

PLAYBOY: As we speak, there seem to be
three serious contenders for president:
John McCain, Barack Obama and Hillary
Clinton. Who would make the best presi-
dent in the new world you describe?
ZAKARIA: | think the Republicans have
gone crazy, frankly, though John McCain
is the one I admire most. He's quite
old, though, and seems heavily influ-
enced by neoconservative writings on
foreign policy, which gives me pause.
The Republicans in general do little but
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scaremongering on almost every issue
from terrorism to immigration.

PLAYBOY: How about the Democrats?
zaxariA: Hillary Clinton is an impressive
person, but it's tough to feel as though
she’s speaking from the heart. 1t's puz-
zling to try to determine what she really
believes in. I admire her but can't say I
am in love with her politically.

PLAYBOY: If she gets the nomination, will
you support her?

ZAKARIA: I suppose so, because the Repub-
lican Party has gone insane on national
security issues in general and needs to
have a kind of nervous breakdown like
the one the Democratic Party had—and
maybe needed—15 years ago. The Repub-
licans have lost their essential moorings
and morphed into a party whose heart
seems focused entirely on religion, hyper-
nationalistt and a kind of xenophobia. Is
that what it believes in? If so, it will be con-
demned to be a minority party for the next
generation. So I would support Clinton,
but I am hoping Barack Obama wins.
PLAYBOY: What do you like about Obama?
ZAKARIA: We need to make broad changes,
and Obama represents this. We need a
break from the past. He has been a breath
of fresh air because he has been willing to
look at the world and say, in effect, “Why
does every problem have o be a nail just
because we have a big military hammer?
Why shouldn't we be talking to these peo-
ple?” I think he's right about every issue
he's been criticized on. We should be talk-
ing to the Iranians and North Koreans
Jjust as we did with the Libyans, Chinese,
Vietnamese and Soviets. He proposed
something that didn't get much traction,
but he said we should look at relaxing the
embargo on Cuba. Clinton comes out in
opposition to it. She doesn't want to lose
the Miami and New Jersey Cubans, buit
what is the point of electing somebody
who won't change even an obviously failed
policy like that for fear that more than an
incremental shift is politically risky?
PLAYBOY: In the past there has been talk
that you could be secretary of state. Well?
If the next president calls?

ZAKARIA: He or she isn't going to call.
PrAYROY: If it did happen?

ZAKARIA: People who have speculated
don't understand the process. They don't
understand the enormous weight loyalty
has in these situations. F can’'t be on a
team; it's the nature of my profession.
1 have to be independent. I piss people
off on all sides. Part of my job is not to
be partisan. I call things as I see them,
which disqualifies me for politics. Maybe
F'm kidding myself, but I think I can
do more on the outside, at least when it
comes to shaping the agenda.

PLAYBOY: You started out in journalism at
Foreign Affairs magazine. Would you have
happily stayed in that elite world of intel-
lectual journalism, or were you destined
for the mainstream?

ZAKARIA: When I went to Foreign Affairs T

30 still felt I was being true to my academic

roots. Something like Newsweek would
have been unimaginable.

PLAYBOY: What changed?

ZakariA: Once 1 got to New York I started
writing a lot for The New York Times and
The New Republic. When Newsweek called
and asked me to write a monthly column,
I thought, What the hell? I discovered I
enjoy writing for a much broader audience.
I never enjoyed the parlor game of intellec
tual name-dropping and long, meandering
New York Review of Books pieces in which you
fry to impress everybody with your erudi-
tion. 1 simply wanted to communicate
about issues because they were important.
Then Newsweek asked if I wanted to turn it
into a weekly column and edit an interna-
tional edition. It was a big shift. I was giv-
ing up any pretense of the world of elite
highbrow journalism. I enjoy doing what
isn't supposed to be possible. In Newsweek
or on the new CNN show 1 talk about inter-
national issues Americans supposedly have
no interest in. The CNN show, for exam-
ple, will be about the other 95 percent of
humanity, Think about the last ime you
saw something on Indiz or Brazil or South
Africa. But since 9/11 Americans have

I'm Muslim and my wife is
Episcopalian, but neither of
us is pariicularly religious
or observant. I can’t fake it.
I can’t make my children do
things I'm not doing.

cared. They understand that what hap-
pens in other places in the world affects us.
If Pakistan is failing and careering out of
control, we ne longer have to explain why
Americans should be interested. Not long
ago most Americans couldn’t have found
Afghanistan on a map. But you could start
at the top. Remember when Bush was cam-
paigning for office? He was given a quiz on
the radio. He couldn’t answer “Who is the
president of Pakistan?” and “What is the
Taliban?" Two years later he knew a hell of
a lot about both of those.

PLAYBOY: You once described yourselfasa
Reagan conservative. What changed?
ZAKARIA: | came to America in the early
19805 from a socialistic country. 1 knew
central planning didn't work. Reagan’s
spirited defense of the free world and
spirited anti-Communism attracted me.
But then Clinton was exactly the kind
of responsible pro-market politician who
appealed to me because he was also com-
passionate, wanting to make sure issues
of distribution and aceess for poor people
were not neglected. He was pro trade, but
he was also for a safety net. It was a com-
bination I liked. Meanwhile, the Republi-

cans went mad during the Clinton years.
Their attacks on him were insane. T always
thought part of their rage was that he stole
their best issues from them and lefi them
with all the ngly stuff. It was around that
point that I no longer considered myselfa
conservative. In many ways the positions I
held were and are pretty much the same,
but the political spectrum has shifted. ‘The
Republicans moved tight; on the crucial
issues of economics the Democratic Party
moved to the cenier.

PLAYBOY: Were your politics formed when
you were a child in India?

ZAKARIA: The India I grew up in was almost
a different country from the India of roday.
It was very much an overwhelmingly poor
country. My father was a politician and his
constituency was outside Bombay, so we
spent a fair amount of time in rural India.
1 saw the poverty up close. The other
informative aspect of the India I grew up
in was the fact that it was only a generation
away from independence. My father had
been involved in that struggle, and it was
very much a part of his life. As a result it
was part of the family’s life. His cause his
wheole life in politics was amicable relations
between Hindus and Muslims. He was one
of the best-known proponents of a kind of
liberal interpretation of Islam—a toler-
ant attitude on both sides. Meanwhile, my
mother was a journalist and became editor
of the Sunday Times of India.

PLAYBOY: Was your family religious?
ZAKARIA: My parents were observant
Muslims but secular. They believed
strongly in a multiculteral and multi-
religious society. I grew up fasting during
the month of Ramadan, but we also cel-
ebrated Hindu holidays and Christmas.
My uncle would play Santa Claus, put on
a beard and %o i ho. India was trying to
be this pluralistic model, so you had to
embrace every religion, every culture.
PLAYBOY: How are you and your wife rais-
ing your children?

ZAKARIA: They're aware of their heritage,
and we talk about it. They ask questions.
I'm Muslim and my wife is Episcopalian,
but neither of us is particularly religious
or observant. I can't fake it. I can't make
my children do things I'm not deing. I'm
trying to give them enough of a sense of i,
an awareness, so when they're old enough
they can make their own decisions.
pLAYBOY: Were politics discussed at the din-
ner table when you were growing up?
ZAKARIA: Our house was very much alive
with politics and history. Also, my parents
had lots of friends who were poets, archi-
tects, writers. That all influenced me, plus
my father believed every common prob-
lem could be solved by the government.
He spent a lot of his life founding and
building educational establishments—col-
leges, schools and training centers—that
are still in existence. Long before it was
fashionable my father saw that India's
great advantage was its human capital,
and the key was getting poor kids into
schools and colleges. There was always




an emphasis on doing something about a
problem. My father passed away, but my
mother now runs the schools.

PLAYBOY: Your current jobs are a blend of
your father’s politcs and your mother’s
journalism. Did you set out to follow
their example?

ZAKARIA: I had no sense of that kind of
purpose, but I was fascinated by history
and politics from the start because 1 had
this amazing front seat at Indian politics
at its finest and sometimes its worst. 1 saw
the idealism but also the duplicity, decep-
tion and corruption up close. My father
had to deal with it all,

PLAYBOY: What did you think of America?
ZAKARIA: India was technically pro-Soviet
during the ping-pong of the Cold War,
but every Indian I knew was fascinated by
America. I was. There was a government-
engineered anti-Americanisin, but it
never worked. The government used to
have these Indo-Soviet friendship fes-
tivals where it would show Soviet films,
and nobody would go. Meanwhile, the
American cultural center was flooded
with people. American universities were
flooded with applications. Indians wanted
modernity, and they wanted the American
dream. It’s still true today.

PLAYBOY: Whereas in many parts of the
world there is an anti-American preju-
dice, particularly since the invasion of
Iraq. Is it different in India?

ZAKARIA: Yes. The polls show it. India is
probably the most pro-American country
in the world, with the exception of Israel.
In a 2005 Pew survey 71 percent of Indi-
ans had a favorable impression of Amer-
ica; the only country with better numbers
was the United States. Americans have
a more favorable impression of America
than Indians do, but not by much.
pLAYROY: When you arrived at Yale, what
was your initial impression of America?
Zakaria: 1 felt it was a strange kind of
homecoming. I felt so comfortable. Partly
it was Yale itself. At home I was an odd-
ball. I'd read Dickens for pleasure. At Yale
there were actually other people like me.
Plus I just found America so inviting.
pLAYBOY: Did you plan to return to India
after college?

ZaKarIA: Yes, but 1 fell in love with Amer-
ica, I got involved in its foreign policy
and politics and American society. I
made friends. Toward the end of Yale 1
thought, I wonder if T'll ever go back.
PLAYBOY: Did you meet your wife at Yale?
zaKARIA: I met her on a blind double
date. It was 14 years ago this past Val-
entine's Day.

PLAYBOY: Did you ever imagine you would
have an arranged marriage?

ZAKARIA: My parents didn't have one, so
it would have been very odd to suggest
it to me.

PLAYBOY: You have two children.

ZAKARIA: And my wife is pregnant.
pLAYBOY: How has being a father influ-
enced you?

ZAKARIA: Being a father has been the most
pleasurable aspect of my life. Weirdly, I
was psychologically prepared for it. I think
being married is a bigger challenge. 1t's
that ability to create an equal parinership
and an honest partnership. It's rewarding
work, but it's work. Parenthood, though,
comes easily to me. I find it physically
exhausting sometimes, but I'm thrilled.
PLAYBOY: What led to your job at For-
eign Affairs?

Zaxarta: After Yale I went to Harvard 1o
get a Ph.D. in political science without a
real sense of what I was going to do. [For-
mer editor of Time and ex-CEQ of CNN]
‘Walter Isaacson, whom I'd met at Harvard,
called me up one day and said there was
a job—the managing editorship—at For-
eign Affairs. I wasn't interested. I thought
I might be in line for a job at Harvard.
But then I went home and thought, Why
am 1 doing this? [ never really wanted to
be a professor. The Foreign Affairs thing
sounded much more interesting, so I
tossed my hat in the ring.

PLAYBOY: Few journalists are discussed the
way you are: handsome, with references
to Cary Grant. Is it flattering, embarrass-
ing or appalling?

ZaKArIA: 1 don't quite understand it.
I've certainly never thought of myself
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in those terms. I grew up as a pretty
dweeby-looking kid. But look, while
I'm not trying to become a celebrity, I
realize that sometimes some element of
that comes with the territory, especially
when you're on television. Sometimes
there's an invasion of privacy—I haven’t
signed up for this. I'm not trying to be
a movie star, but I suppose that is the
world we live in,

PLAYBOY: Did you make a conscious deci-
sion to become an analyst and commen-
tator rather than a reporter?

ZAKARIA: That was a choice. ] knew where
my strengths lay. I was not a reporter. I
came out of an academic background, and
my strengths were more analytical, histor-
ical. I could place things in context.
PLAYBOY: At Newsweek, after 9/11, you
wrote the famous "Folitics of Rage: Why
Do They Hate Us?" piece. Were you sur-
prised by the intense reaction?

ZAKARIA: It was a highly volatile time, so
not really. There was one reaction from
the Pat Robertson wing of the debate,
people who wanted to see the situation as
black-and-white, Islam is evil. I got some
nasty stuff. I also got some nasty stuff
from fundamentalist Muslims because I
put a lot of emphasis on the dysfunctions
of the Muslim world and the use there
of religion for political reasons——that is,
using religion to mask political failure. A
preacher in one of the London mosques
issued g fatwa against me.

PLAYBOY: Were you fearful?

ZAKAREA: Initially I was a little scared but
also kind of proud until a friend of mine
in the CIA said, “Don't be so happy. They
issue these every day.” Nonetheless it was
taken seriousty enough that we had to
have some consultation with the FBI. For
a while my mail was put in Tupperware
containers so people wouldn't have to
handle it—things like that. In the Arab
world 1 seill think a certain segment of
the intelligentsia feels I betrayed them.
PLAYBOY: How much of that reaction is
related to your Indian heritage?
ZAKARIA: Whenever | write something an
Indian or 2 Muslim doesn't like, on some
blog somewhere T'll be described as an
Uncle Tom. There's a weird standard by
which your views have to be identical to
what is perceived as the proper ethnic
view on any given subject.

PLAYBOY: Isn't there pride among Indi-
ans for the international success of
their native son?

ZAKARIA: That's probably the dominant
view. In India, succeeding in America is
celebrated in an unmitigated fashion. I
think the fact that I have some promi-

‘nence in the world of journalism is a

source of pride for India. There's reci-
procity because I am proud of my heri-
tage, and I think it gives me a unique
perspective on the changing world.

PLAYBOY: In this changing world, you
have described two possible paths for
America: increased nationalism and iso-
lationism, or openness and an embrace

of change. Obviously you are pushing for
the latter; but which is more likely?
ZAKARIA: I'm not sure. None of the big
issues, like global warming, interna-
tional trade or terrorism, can be solved
by one country, It's difficult to get every-
body enboard because there are more
and more players, and they're more and
more powerful, but the need for coop-
eration is the need of our time. The
United States could play a historic role
as the coordinator of and catalyst for
cooperative endeavors. The fundamen-
tal 1ssue is whether the United States
has the desire to create common ground
and can place common interests above
the desire to be in control. We can’t say,
“We want to make all these rules, and
of course they won't apply to us because
we're special.” That no longer works in
a world where everyone feels special.
So it's an enormous challenge. In some
ways it requires a dramatic reversal of
our worldview, but T am optimistic. I'm
an optimist by nature.

PLAYBOY; Given human nature and his-
tory, including the history of other
superpowers like the British empire

In the Arab world a certain
segment of the intelligentsia
feels I betrayed them. When-
ever I write something a
Mouslim doesn’t like, I'll be
described as an Uncle Tom.

and the Soviet Union, how do you justify
your optimism?

ZAKARIA: For the past 20 or 30 years,
while everybody's been gloomy, pessi-
mistic and expecting the world to end—
whether through nuclear Armageddon
or terrorism or the collapse of the world
trading systern—what has actually hap-
pened? The opposite. We're doing all
right. There are enormous problems,
of course, but we're doing 2ll right. If
we recognize that, everywhere, human
beings are trying to raise their standard
of living and live in peace and prosper-
ity, there's a powerful wave 1o ride. If
governments align themselves with that
common human aspiration, there’s a
hopeful place to begin.

PLAYBOY: But are you optimistic that
governments can align like that in an
environment of competition, limited
resources and extremists?

ZAKARIA: Governments have a capac-
ity to make corrections and to change.
We've seen governments like the Soviet
Union collapse. We've seen governments
like India’s move 180 degrees. Can the
United States engage in a similar kind

of change? It's very difficult becanse it's
the most siccessful country in the his-
tory of the world. In business successful
companies often die because they can't
change—they have too much invested in
the way things have been. But there are
many other examples of companies that
change. America can change.

PLAYBOY: Wil it take a crisis?

ZAKARIA: 'That's the million-dollar ques-
tion. Can the United States—can the
world—make the adjustments that need
to be made because we know what's
coming, or will it take a crisis? If it takes
a crisis, it may be too late. But a famous
economist once said, *Unsustainable
trends tend not to be sustzined.” If we
run out of wheat, if we run out of pota-
ble water, if we run out of oil—if these
things happen, we'll have to adjust. The
danger for the United States is that
those shocks will probably take place
outside the United States first. We're
oo powerful, too strong. We may keep
pretending we don't have to adjust, that
we're too powerful and too strong to be
affected. So what's more likely is a much
slower version of the British empire: a
kind of slow and gradual shift in posi-
tion that iso't as noticeable to us. I don't
think that's where we're going to end
up, though. I think America is differ-
ent. I have 1o believe that. I have to
believe this country has a kind of flex-
ibility and adaptability. America wants
to invent the future. It doesn't want to
be trapped in the past. America wants o
move forward. America does not want
to occupy Iraq, where we're stuck, I've
tatked to many of the kids on the ground
there. This is not the old Bridsh soldiers
lording it over and loving it. This is a
country that doesn't take pleasure in
those satisfactions. It takes pleasure in
the two-car garage and the iPod. These
kids want to get back to their tract home
in Kansas. I think there is a fundamen-
tal healthiness to that perspective, and
it has the potential to keep the country
sane and not let it fall into the kind of
historical trap every other greal power
has fallen into.

PLAYBOY: How do you see your ongo-
ing role?

ZAKARIA: 1 feel P'm the immigrant who
grew up outside this country but tells
Americans to be true to themselves. Be
open, don't be scared. Remember what
made you great: the fact that America is
an open, big, generous place where the
future could be invented. America needs
only to continue to be willing to be bold
and brave. When you hear candidates
say they're going to double the size of
Guantdnamo, you think to yourself,
They don't get 1t. This is not just about
a prison; it’s about who we are in the
eyes of the world and in our own eyes.
Remember who we are: We are about
openness, hope and the future.




