
[image: ]


FOREIGN POLICY
BEGINS AT HOME


ALSO BY RICHARD N. HAASS

War of Necessity, War of Choice

The Opportunity

The Reluctant Sheriff

The Bureaucratic Entrepreneur

Intervention

Conflicts Unending

Beyond the INF Treaty

Congressional Power

EDITED VOLUMES

Honey and Vinegar

Transatlantic Tensions

Economic Sanctions and American Diplomacy

Superpower Arms Control


FOREIGN POLICY
BEGINS AT HOME

[image: ]


[image: ]


The Case for Putting America’s House in Order

Richard N. Haass

BASIC BOOKS

A MEMBER OF THE PERSEUS BOOKS GROUP

New York


Copyright © 2013 by Richard N. Haass

Published by Basic Books,

A Member of the Perseus Books Group

All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. For information, address Basic Books, 250 West 57th Street, New York, NY 10107.

Books published by Basic Books are available at special discounts for bulk purchases in the United States by corporations, institutions, and other organizations. For more information, please contact the Special Markets Department at the Perseus Books Group, 2300 Chestnut Street, Suite 200, Philadelphia, PA 19103, or call (800) 810-4145, ext. 5000, or e-mail special.markets@perseusbooks.com.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Haass, Richard.

Foreign policy begins at home : the case for putting America’s house in order / Richard Haass.

  pages; cm

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978-0-4650-6596-7 (e-book) 1. United States—Foreign relations. 2. United States—Politics and government. 3. World politics. 4. International relations. 5. Security, International. I. Title.

JZ1480.H32 2013

327.73—dc23

2012049203

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Dedicated to Brent Scowcroft


CONTENTS

   Introduction

PART I

THE RETURN OF HISTORY

   Brave New World

   American Primacy

   China’s Rise

   A Post-European World

   The Wannabe Major Powers

   The Global Gap

   Reason for Optimism

   Reason for Worry

   The Middle East Morass

   The Consequences of History’s Return

PART II

RESTORATION ABROAD

   Doctrines and Democracy

   Saving Lives

   Taking on Terrorists

   Integration

   Restoration

   A Defensible Defense

PART III

RESTORATION AT HOME

   The Deficit and the Debt

   Energy

   Education

   Infrastructure

   Immigration

   Economic Growth

   Politics

   Conclusion

   Acknowledgments

   Notes

   Index


Introduction

This relatively short book is predicated on a consequential idea: The biggest threat to America’s security and prosperity comes not from abroad but from within. The United States has jeopardized its ability to act effectively in the world because of runaway domestic spending, underinvestment in human and physical capital, an avoidable financial crisis, an unnecessarily slow recovery, a war in Iraq that was flawed from the outset and a war in Afghanistan that became flawed as its purpose evolved, recurring fiscal deficits, and deep political divisions. For the United States to continue to act successfully abroad, it must restore the domestic foundations of its power. Foreign policy needs to begin at home, now and for the foreseeable future.

Foreign Policy Begins at Home is a book that I never imagined writing. Sandpaper off the nuances and subtleties, and this is a book that argues for less foreign policy of the sort the United States has been conducting and greater emphasis on domestic investment and policy reform. For someone such as me, a card-carrying member of the foreign policy establishment for nearly four decades, this borders on heresy.

What got me to this point? More than anything else it began with the second Iraq war (begun in 2003) and the Afghan troop surge initiated in 2009. I mention both because my differences over the trajectory of American foreign policy are not with a single party. Many participants in the foreign policy debate in both parties appear to have forgotten the injunction of former president and secretary of state John Quincy Adams (that America “goes not abroad in search of monsters to destroy”), along with the lessons of Vietnam about the limits of military force and the tendency of local realities to prevail over global abstractions. As was the case with Vietnam, neither Iraq nor Afghanistan (as of 2009) was a war of necessity; more important, neither was a justifiable war of choice. In both cases, the interests at stake were decidedly less than vital. In both cases, alternative policies were available that promised outcomes of comparable benefit to this country at far less cost. And in both cases, history and even a cursory study of the societies in question suggested that ambitious attempts to refashion the workings and political cultures of these countries would founder. What is more, all this was predictable at the time. Now, with the advantage of hindsight, we can see that more than a decade of enormous sacrifice has hurt this country’s reputation for judgment and competence and failed to produce results in any way commensurate with the human, military, and economic costs of the undertakings. Such an imbalance between means and ends makes no strategic sense at the best of times; it is even less defensible now, when the United States faces difficult challenges to its solvency.

This book grows naturally out of two previous books of mine. The Reluctant Sheriff, published in 1997 in the early years of the post-Soviet, post–Cold War era, argued the United States, at a time when it enjoyed extraordinary advantages and possibilities to influence other governments, risked squandering a unique chance to bring about lasting change in the world by aiming too low and trying too little in the way of erecting new international institutions able to contend with emerging global challenges. The second, published in 2005 and called The Opportunity, made the case that the United States was trying to do too much of the wrong thing (most notably, the 2003 Iraq war) and again argued for greater efforts to establish enduring international arrangements that would help tame globalization and curb the all-too-real economic and security threats to American interests and global order.

Where this book differs most from my previous books is in its focus on domestic policy, for remaking ourselves more than the world. There are, of course, external challenges, including but hardly limited to a rising China, a militarized North Korea, an Iran possibly moving to acquire nuclear weapons, an unstable Pakistan, violent terrorists, and a warming planet. These are real and justified concerns that warrant serious responses. But what makes the situation particularly worrisome are a large number of internal developments, including a burgeoning deficit and debt, crumbling infrastructure, second-class schools, an outdated immigration system, and the prospect for a prolonged period of low economic growth. Many of the foundations of this country’s power are eroding; the effect, however, is not limited to a deteriorating transportation system or jobs that go unfilled or overseas owing to a lack of qualified American workers. To the contrary, shortcomings here at home directly threaten America’s ability to project power and exert influence overseas, to compete in the global marketplace, to generate the resources needed to promote the full range of US interests abroad, and to set a compelling example that will influence the thinking and behavior of others. As a result, the ability of the United States to act and lead in the world is diminishing. I would prefer not to test the notion that this country requires a full-fledged crisis, be it in the form of a run on the dollar or some catastrophe brought about by terrorists or nature, to get its government to do what needs doing, in part because if it does, it will be that much more painful and expensive to address the shortcomings of America’s economy, schools, immigration policy, infrastructure, and much more.

I write all this with the expectation I may well be caricatured on two fronts. One possibility is that I will be depicted as a defeatist, just another apostle of American decline. So let me be as clear as I can: I believe the United States enjoys great strengths and great potential. The US economy is the world’s largest and is still growing; the best in American higher education is the best in the world; this society remains remarkably innovative and adaptive; its endowment of fresh water, energy, and arable land is nothing less than bountiful; and the population is relatively “balanced” in that it suffers from neither the bulges in young people nor old people that characterize so many other societies around the world. Recent breakthroughs in domestic oil and gas production thanks to new technologies and techniques are but the latest example of this country’s ability to handle the significant challenges it faces.

But to say the United States is not in decline is something different from suggesting Americans ought to be sanguine with where they are and where they are heading. Given its considerable endowments and advantages, this country is clearly underperforming. Meanwhile, many other countries are performing better than they did in the past, and in some areas are doing better than the United States. The combination of these trends bodes poorly for the ability of the United States to compete economically and to shape international events.

I also anticipate being denounced as an isolationist. Isolationism is the willful turning away from the world even when a rigorous assessment of national interests argues for acting on their behalf. Isolationism makes absolutely no sense in the twenty-first century. Even if it wanted to, the United States could not wall itself off from global threats such as terrorism, nuclear proliferation, trade and investment protectionism, pandemic disease, climate change, or a loss of access to financial, energy, or mineral resources. Borders are not the same as barriers. The US government must be active in addressing these threats. There are also opportunities to be had, including the possibility of lifting hundreds of millions and potentially billions of people out of poverty, increasing the quality of life as well as life expectancy, expanding individual freedom, and settling disputes before they lead to armed conflict. Embracing isolationism would accelerate the emergence of a more disorderly and dangerous world, one that would be less safe, less free, and less prosperous. Isolationism would be folly.

At the same time, the United States must become significantly more discriminating in choosing what it does in the world and how it does it. Hard choices need to be made. It is not simply that it needs to recognize that the limits to its resources require it to be exacting in setting priorities; it must also recognize the limits to its influence. The United States needs to rethink what it seeks to accomplish abroad. Americans must distinguish between the desirable and the vital as well as between the feasible and the impossible. For the past two decades, American foreign policy, consumed with remaking large parts of the greater Middle East, has quite simply overreached. There is a strong case to be made that US attention and efforts should be better distributed around the world, with greater focus on the increasingly critical Asia-Pacific region and the Western Hemisphere and somewhat less on the Middle East; there is an even stronger case that US foreign policy should focus not so much on what other countries are within their borders and more on what they do outside their borders. This will be difficult at times, as situations will arise in which standing aside will appear to be immoral or strategically shortsighted or both; that said, the United States needs to balance its desire to do good with its ability to do good—as well as with the need to do many other things on behalf of its citizens at home and its interests abroad.

To mount an effective foreign policy the United States must first put its house in order. The most obvious reason is resources. National security does not come cheap. Money—lots of it—is required to field a capable modern military with a broad range of missions, to generate necessary intelligence against a broad range of threats, to protect the homeland against a broad range of contingencies, to carry out diplomacy and dispense assistance to promote a broad range of interests. The United States now spends close to $800 billion a year on these tasks—roughly one-fifth of all federal spending and some 5 percent of total GDP. The economy must grow at traditional rates (near or above 3 percent) and domestic spending that does not qualify as investment must be kept in check if this country is not to be forced to choose between national security and all else. Alas, the US economy is now growing at only half this rate, while domestic spending that has nothing to do with investment is rising.

The United States is far more likely to find itself threatened and attacked if it is perceived to be weak and vulnerable. A strong United States will discourage would-be competitors or adversaries from going down the path of confrontation. A strong United States would make others more likely to work with it than against it. And a strong United States would be better able to deal with any foe that miscalculated.

The United States must also put its house in order if it is to avoiding placing itself in a position of high vulnerability to forces or actions beyond its control. Right now the US government requires an inflow of more than $1 billion a day to support a gross federal debt that stands at about $16 trillion and increases by more than $1 trillion a year. We can look to our own history to see what can happen when foreign governments obtain this kind of leverage. In 1956, the US government, furious over Great Britain’s participation in the invasion of Egypt after Nasser’s nationalization of the Suez Canal, blocked international loans the British needed to avert a collapse of their currency. The British government of the day was forced to back down. Now imagine what might happen were China to threaten a similar action against the United States amid a crisis over Taiwan or the South China Sea.

Another scenario is simply one in which money markets lose confidence in America’s ability to manage its own finances and start to exact a higher price for their continued willingness to lend money. This would force the Federal Reserve to raise interest rates, not for the traditional purpose of cooling inflationary pressures, but rather to attract needed dollars that demand a higher return given concerns over American credit-worthiness. This would spell disaster for an economy barely out of recession. This scenario might have come to pass already had it not been for the Eurozone crisis, which removed a viable alternative to the dollar. But Americans cannot count on Europeans to forever do the wrong thing, or on China’s remaining unwilling to allow its currency to take on an international role.

Then there is the power of example. A successful American economy, one that is generating wealth and jobs and innovation, along with a successful American political system and society, one that is willing and able to take difficult but necessary decisions, presents not just the image but the reality of a country functioning at a high level, one with political freedom, a high and rising standard of living, and social mobility. This is a model other countries will want to emulate. The battle of ideas is far from over; indeed, it has grown more intense with the economic success of China and other authoritarian regimes, with the difficulties experienced by the mature democracies in 2008 and subsequently, and with the dramatic developments that have taken place across the Middle East starting in late 2010. Foreign policy is not just about what diplomats say and soldiers do: It is also about the example a country sets.

It is also true that a more effective foreign policy would redound to the benefit of Americans at home, with more resources to be spent on and in their society, be it by individuals or the federal, state, and local government to enhance the quality of life, standard of living, or security. A more peaceful and organized world would create conditions in which the American economy should thrive. And a thriving economy—one growing at relatively robust levels—will improve the lot of most Americans. This is important, as tolerance for income and wealth inequality tends to be greater if everyone’s situation is improving. Absent such growth, social and economic mobility will atrophy and class frictions will increase, leaving the population focused inward.

It is not too late for the United States to put its house in order. It is not simply a case of necessity; currently it has an extraordinary opportunity to do so. The world is a relatively forgiving place now and for the foreseeable future. There is no twenty-first-century equivalent to what Germany was in the first half of the twentieth century and the Soviet Union was in the second. Of course, there are actual and potential threats to American interests and well-being, but none rises to the existential. China could in theory come to challenge the United States for primacy, but it is far from assured that it will have the means and the appetite to do so. In any event, and as will be discussed, any such challenge is neither inevitable nor imminent. The United States is fortunate to have something of a strategic respite; how long-lasting and extensive it will be will, of course, depend in part on the decisions and actions of others. But even more it will depend on how successful the United States proves to be at repairing the foundations of its power, how disciplined it can be at wielding that power, and how wise it is in providing others an incentive to share in the building and operating of the international order.

This book is divided into three parts. The first focuses on the world, on the principal features of the international system a generation after the end of the Cold War, just over a decade after 9/11, and half a decade after the onset of the American and then global economic crisis. The picture is one of American primacy—first among unequals, if you will—but also one of widely diffused power and technology in a world lacking in mechanisms for dealing with most of the challenges that already exist or soon will; a world in which some regions show far more dynamism than others; an era in which it is often difficult to translate power into influence; and a time in which governments are finding it hard to manage at home and cooperate abroad.

The second part of the book is more prescriptive, focusing on what the United States should and should not do abroad. The theme is one of a more discriminating foreign policy, both in what is sought and what is spent, complemented by a more disciplined domestic policy. The book will argue for the adoption of a new American foreign policy, one defined by a doctrine that would bring to an end an era characterized by large land wars designed to refashion countries in the greater Middle East, and replace it with an approach to the world that would place greater emphasis on the Asia-Pacific and Western Hemisphere, on instruments of statecraft other than the military, and on shaping more how other governments act beyond their borders rather than within.

The book’s third part is also mostly prescriptive, but focuses on how America should tackle its internal challenges. The recommendations address the budget, energy, education, infrastructure, and immigration. The book also suggests economic policies that, if adopted, should stimulate growth, and political reforms that, if introduced, would make it more likely that the country’s leaders would, or at least could, do what needs doing.

The stakes are enormous. The world will not sort itself out absent US leadership. This is not a call for unilateralism, which in most instances is not a viable option. Nor is it a reflection of American arrogance. It is simple fact. No other country has the capacity, habits, and willingness to take on this responsibility. Without such a benign force, order never just emerges. No invisible hand is at work to sort out the geopolitical marketplace. The question is whether the visible hand of the United States will be up to the challenge. One sincerely hopes for this to be so, as nothing less than the future of this country and the character of the twenty-first century are in the balance.1


Part I

The Return of History
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“Tear down this wall” was Ronald’s Reagan’s terse message to Mikhail Gorbachev on June 12, 1987. Two and a half years later, Reagan’s wish became reality. Optimism filled the air, not just in long-divided Germany and Europe, but throughout much of the world. History had ended, some argued: The age-old struggle between democratic capitalism and state authoritarianism had been settled once and for all.1 The bipolarity that had dominated international relations during the four decades of Cold War, along with the multipolarity that had characterized the world for centuries before that, had given way to unipolarity, to an era of American dominance.2 The world would be a largely benign place, and the American people, who had struggled and sacrificed for four decades of Cold War, could expect a hard-earned and well-deserved peace dividend.

More than two decades later, such optimism is mostly gone. The post–Cold War era has been turbulent. It began with the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, a classic case of state-on-state aggression that might never have happened during the Cold War if only because the Soviet Union, Iraq’s principal patron at the time, would not have permitted it lest it give the United States an opening to dispatch military forces to a critical region. This was followed by a series of civil wars and mostly internal crises in such countries as Somalia, the former Yugoslavia, and Rwanda. Humanitarian intervention—where and how to do it—seized center stage. The attacks of 9/11 were a shock, one that graphically demonstrated American vulnerability. Soon after came two costly, inconclusive wars in Iraq and Afghanistan that made many Americans skeptical of international involvement and question whether American military advantages could be translated into lasting gains that would justify the larger-than-expected costs. The hoped-for peace dividend never materialized.

At the same time, America’s economic situation sharply deteriorated. As a result of massive domestic spending, steadily growing entitlements, sharply higher defense outlays, and increased interest on the debt, gross federal debt increased from $3.5 trillion at the end of the Cold War to some $16 trillion—approximately the size of the US economy in a single year—by 2012. The financial crisis of September 2008 provoked debates as to whether modern societies were able to effectively administer their own economies. Suddenly, the “Washington Consensus” and its preference for market-led economic development was out of fashion, replaced more and more by a model found in many Asian countries that emphasized a stronger role for the state.3 Protests throughout Europe and inaction in the United States in the face of an enormous and mounting debt raised the related issue of whether today’s democracies can make tough choices to prevent special interests from continuing to overwhelm the collective, national interest.

Optimism made something of a comeback in early 2011, when events in Tunisia, Egypt, and elsewhere in the Middle East made many believe that positive political change was finally coming to a part of the world that had mostly missed out on the great democratic and economic revolutions (not to mention the Enlightenment) that had so transformed much of the former Soviet Union and large parts of Eastern and Central Europe, Asia, Latin America, and Africa. Now the optimism appears premature: ousting authoritarian regimes was one thing; replacing them with something demonstrably and enduringly better, quite another. Talk of an Arab Spring came to be replaced with the more neutral phrase “Arab upheavals,” and, in some quarters, with references to an Arab Fall or even Winter.

What is surprising is that any of this surprises. History is always a struggle between competing ideas about how best to organize governments and societies and, at the international level, between forces of order and disorder. While the specifics differ from one era to the next, what does not change is the basic notion of ongoing competition between what the international relations theorist Hedley Bull termed forces of society and anarchy.4

The twenty-first century is no exception to this pattern. Numerous forces, including economic interdependence, which gives countries strong incentives to seek and maintain mutually beneficial economic relationships, are pushing the world toward order. Modern conflict between developed countries has the potential to be so destructive and costly that few differences justify recourse to war. Regional and global frameworks and organizations set rules, resolve at least some disputes, and offer a venue for consultations and negotiations on issues ranging from trade to arms control. There is as well the willingness and ability of responsible governments to threaten or employ physical force or other forms of pressure such as sanctions to prevent or discourage others from violating the established rules of order.

But then numerous forces of disorder, some unique to our modern world, also exist. These include the spread of nuclear weapons and materials and, in some cases, delivery systems to states and others; the actions of terrorists, pirates, and drug merchants; climate change; natural viruses that cause pandemic disease and those of the man-made variety that cause havoc with computers and the systems they operate; protectionism and other barriers to the relatively free flow of goods, services, and investment; and markets that on occasion cause great dislocation. We are also seeing the rise and decline of major powers, the challenges of aggressive medium-size countries, such as North Korea and Iran, and the vulnerability of weak or failed states that can easily become fertile ground in which the various manifestations of globalization’s dark side tend to flourish.

Beginning to emerge are the outlines of a new era that resembles less the twentieth century than the nineteenth. Ours is a world of constant flux, shifting alignments, numerous power centers, and states coming together and apart—all with an overlay of modern technology and globalization. The potential for disorder is considerable, and will only be ameliorated through the concerted efforts of many of the world’s most powerful countries led by the United States, the only country now and for the foreseeable future with both the capacity and the tradition of working on behalf of broader global arrangements to the benefit of others as well as itself. The question is whether the United States will continue to be that country, something that will require discipline in what America does at home and wisdom in what it does abroad. History, with some decidedly modern wrinkles, has returned if in fact it ever departed.


Brave New World

This is not our grandfather’s world dominated by the United States, the Soviet Union, Western Europe, and Japan. Nor is it a world dominated by one superpower, as it was by the United States in the aftermath of the Cold War. The paramount feature of international relations in the first half of the twenty-first century is nonpolarity. The world will be influenced by dozens of states and other entities possessing and exercising military, economic, diplomatic, and cultural power—power that is diffused, making it more difficult to fashion and maintain international order.

What makes this era different from those that came before it is the number of actors in the world that have real impact. In addition to the major countries or clusters of countries (the United States, China, European Union, Russia, Japan, and India) are numerous regional powers, including Brazil (which in many ways is already a seventh major country) along with Chile, Argentina, Venezuela, and Mexico in Latin America; South Africa and Nigeria in Africa; Egypt, Iran, Israel, and Saudi Arabia in the Middle East; and Pakistan, Australia, Indonesia, South Korea, and arguably others in Asia. Within Europe, such countries as Germany, Great Britain, France, Turkey, Italy, and Poland stand out. Add to the mix those countries (often blessed with massive energy resources) that are accumulating enormous amounts of foreign exchange; which is to say, sovereign wealth. A good many organizations would be on the list, including those that are global (the UN, International Monetary Fund, World Bank), regional (the Organization of American States, the African Union, the EU, NATO, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, the Arab League, and many others) and functional (including OPEC, the World Health Organization, the International Energy Agency, and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization). So, too, would be state governments (California in the United States, Uttar Pradesh in India) and cities (New York, Shanghai, São Paulo). Then there are the large global companies, such as JPMorgan Chase, Exxon Mobil, Apple, and Caterpillar, which dominate the worlds of finance, energy, technology, and manufacturing. Others deserving inclusion would be global media outlets (BBC, CNN, Al-Jazeera), militias (Hezbollah, Hamas), political parties, religious institutions and movements, terrorist organizations such as al-Qaeda, drug cartels, and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) of a more benign sort—the Gates Foundation, Doctors Without Borders, Greenpeace, and Conservation International. Clearly, these countries and organizations do not possess the same kind or equal amounts of influence. But what distinguishes this era is the sheer number and variety of entities with global reach.

Many of those with influence are not nation-states. Indeed, one of the cardinal features of the contemporary international system is that nation-states have lost their monopoly and, in some domains, their preeminence. States are being challenged from above by regional and global organizations, from below by militias, cartels, and the like, and from the side by NGOS and corporations. Power is also dispersed in networks, markets, and exchanges, financial and otherwise.

Two factors—globalization and technology—contribute to nonpolarity. Globalization’s central effect is to increase the volume, velocity, and importance of flows within and across borders of just about everything, including people, ideas, e-mails, greenhouse gases, viruses (computer and real), drugs, dollars, manufactured goods, television and radio signals, weapons, and a good deal else. Globalization is a defining feature of this era, differentiating this period from previous ones. It is a reality, not a choice. Our choice is how governments and other entities react to it.

Globalization reinforces nonpolarity in important ways. Many cross-border flows take place outside the control or even knowledge of governments. By definition, then, globalization dilutes the control of authorities of all countries. Second, these same flows often strengthen the capacities of many actors, be they energy exporters (which are experiencing a dramatic increase in wealth, owing to transfers from importers), terrorists (who use the Internet to recruit and train, the banking system to move resources, and the transport system to move people), outlaw or rogue states (which can exploit black and gray markets) or Fortune 500 firms (which quickly move personnel, investments, and instructions). It is easier than ever before for individuals and groups to accumulate and project substantial power.

The world is now experiencing a surprising growth of nationalism: Surprising, because nationalism was in many ways a central dynamic of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries; that it had largely been satisfied through widespread statehood or overtaken by regionalization and globalization was easy to assume. But the lure of statehood still exists for many of those minorities who do not have a country of their own. What is more, nationalism is making something of a comeback as the ability of existing governments and regional and global organizations to satisfy the desires of citizens comes up short. We are seeing signs of exactly this throughout the world: In Europe, national governments are often resisting the preferences of Brussels at a time when several of these same governments must contend with separatist movements within their borders; in China, popular pressures are increasingly driving and constraining the foreign policy of the government; in the Middle East and Europe, the resurgence of nationalism not only increases the potential for conflict between states but is leading to demands to create new ones. Nationalism also remains strong in the United States. Anyone doubting this need only consider the frequent references to American exceptionalism and the widespread mistrust of multilateralism and international institutions.

The other factor that reinforces the diffusion of power is technology. George Orwell’s vision of the year 1984, with societies centrally controlled, could hardly have been more wrong. The hallmark of modern technology is decentralization. More computing power can now be held on a desktop or in a person’s hand in the form of a smart phone or tablet than could be gathered in a room only a generation ago. Individuals and groups are empowered as never before.

People everywhere now have more access to more sources of information; it is harder and harder for governments to control, much less monopolize, its flow. The number of radio and television options has exploded, thanks to satellites and cable. Worldwide, there are some six billion cell phone subscribers; more than 100 million tablets of one sort or another are being produced and purchased each year; and one of every three people is now using the Internet.1 Whatever their locale, individuals have a growing ability through mobile phones and social networking to communicate directly and discreetly with one another. A consequence of this trend is that it is more difficult for authoritarian governments to exert control over their citizens. The advance of technology is one explanation for the uprisings taking place in much of the Arab world. But modern technology has implications even for well-established democracies. It is far more difficult to generate consensus and to govern in a world in which citizens have a wide range of choice when it comes to what they read, watch, listen to, and with whom they talk. Lack of consensus at home tends to make it more difficult for leaders to do what is often necessary, including compromise and committing resources, to cooperate abroad.

Nonpolarity will make it more difficult for the United States to fashion collective responses to regional and global challenges. With so many more actors possessing meaningful power and trying to assert influence, it will be more difficult to build consensus and make institutions work. In general, the more decision makers, the more difficult to make decisions. It is not simply that herding dozens is harder than herding a few; it is also that greater numbers make it far more likely that important actors may actively oppose what others do or want. The inability to reach agreement in the Doha round of global trade talks, or in various settings meant to address global climate change, are telling examples of just this.

Nonpolarity also increases the number of threats and sources of vulnerability to a country such as the United States, given its many global ties and transactions as well as its intrinsic openness. These threats can take the form of rogue states, terrorist groups, energy producers that choose to reduce their output, or central banks that, by what they do and fail to do, can create conditions affecting the strength of the dollar.

Iran is another case in point. Its progress toward becoming a nuclear power both reflects and reinforces nonpolarity. Thanks to the surge in oil prices and the removal of Iraq as a balancer, Iran has become a potent actor, one able to exert influence in Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, the Palestinian territories, and beyond. It has many sources of technology and finance, and numerous markets for its energy exports. Iran also underscores nonpolarity in that the United States alone cannot manage it but, to the contrary, is dependent upon others to support political and economic sanctions or block Iranian access to nuclear technology and materials.

This discussion is not meant to be fatalistic. Nonpolarity is inevitable, but its character is not. A great deal can and should be done to shape a nonpolar world. That said, order will not just emerge. Rather, left to its own devices, a nonpolar world will become messier and more violent over time. Think entropy, in which systems consisting of a large number of actors tend toward greater randomness and disorder absent concerted external intervention.2


American Primacy

Lost in the emotionally laden territory between “We’re number one” and “We’ve lost it” is a country that still matters far more than any other. Even as the number of contenders has multiplied, and despite the reality that the United States no longer dominates as it once did, it remains, by most relevant measures, the most powerful and influential force in the world.1 Appreciating the implications of this difference between being “the world’s only superpower” and “first among unequals” is crucial.

The United States boasts the world’s greatest economy; its annual GDP of $16 trillion is one-fourth of global economic output. This compares to $7 trillion for China and $6 trillion for Japan. Per capita GDP in the United States is close to $50,000, some nine times that of China.

The United States possesses the world’s most capable military. No other country can come close to competing with it on modern battlefields. US core defense spending (not including what is spent on operations in active theaters such as Afghanistan) is slightly more than $500 billion, an amount greater than those of the next ten countries combined.

And then there is America’s considerable diplomatic and cultural influence. The former stems in large part from its economic and military might, from the large US role in international organizations, and from American diplomatic activism. Cultural impact results from American television and films, world-class institutions of higher education that are a magnet for the best and brightest from around the world, and the experience many people have when they visit this country. Closely associated to American influence is the historic appeal of the American political, economic, and social model; by what it is and what it does, the United States often has been a catalyst for reform around the world.

But it is also true that the United States enjoyed in the 1990s a degree of advantage and influence that had few if any historical precedents. Thanks to the perception that it had won the Cold War, its booming economy, an absence of great power rivals, diplomacy that was often deft and disciplined, and military advantages that lent themselves to classic battlefield wars, the United States was able to help bring about not just German unification but German membership in NATO, NATO’s subsequent enlargement, the eviction of Iraq from Kuwait, and the Madrid peace conference, the first ever face-to-face meeting between Israel and the relevant Arab governments for the purpose of negotiating peace.

So what has changed? On one level, not all that much. Even at the height of its strategic advantage in the post–Cold War years, the United States couldn’t bend the world to its will and, then as now, depended on others in important ways, be it for diplomatic and military support, energy, markets, or cash. No amount of American diplomacy succeeded in bringing peace to the Middle East or consensus on what to do when governments attacked (or could not prevent large-scale attacks on) their own citizens. Talk of a unipolar world was just that: talk.

But something else was going on. Other countries—often with US encouragement and support—got better at producing and piecing together the human, financial, and technological resources that lead to productivity and prosperity. China’s GDP increased from less than $400 billion in 1981 to more than $7 trillion three decades later; India’s increased from under $300 billion to nearly $2 trillion over that same period. This rise of countries, along with that of corporations and other entities with meaningful power, cannot be stopped or even materially affected. The United States was growing and enjoyed a position of absolute primacy, but its position relative to others was unavoidably diminishing as other countries (which had the advantage of starting from a lower base) were gaining ground.

There is also a difference between military advantage and the ability to translate such advantage into enduring results. One lesson drawn by many parties from the one-sided outcome of the 1990–1991 Gulf War was that it was a fool’s errand to challenge the United States militarily in wide-open spaces where it could bring its most modern and capable technologies and weapon systems to bear. Some governments such as North Korea and Iran that were concerned about a possible US military attack accelerated their development of nuclear weapons. Other governments (Iraq, for one) focused on developing the capacity for deploying irregular forces in built-up areas, a capacity that frustrated US efforts to assert order in the aftermath of Saddam Hussein’s ouster. The result was a reduction in actual US military advantage. What matters is not the quantity and quality of all US military forces but the quantity and quality that can be brought to bear in particular circumstances. Often just a small percentage of US might comes up against all of what an adversary can muster, in part because the adversary is fighting on its own ground, and also because what is one square on the geopolitical chessboard for the United States constitutes the entire chessboard for a smaller country. The United States simply has too many interests and too many obligations to put all or even most of its eggs in any single basket.

Terrorism is another manifestation of the reality that military advantage does not translate into obvious security. The United States is a relatively open society, and with such openness comes vulnerability. This is one lesson of 9/11. Intelligence and law enforcement capabilities in this realm tend to be more relevant than military might; US defense forces play a secondary role at most. The fact that al-Qaeda was incomparably weaker than the United States was unrelated to its ability to inflict great harm on the cheap.

But other explanations for the deterioration in the relative position of the United States are home grown. To paraphrase Pogo, the character of Walter Kelly’s comic strip popular a half-century ago, Americans have met the explanation, and, to a large extent, are it. Both by what it did and what it failed to do, the United States has accelerated the emergence of alternative power centers in the world and weakened its position relative to them.

Energy policy (or the lack of one) was one important driver behind this deterioration in the US posture. Following the first oil shocks of the 1970s, American consumption of oil nonetheless grew by some 20 percent, while imports more than doubled in volume and rose by 75 percent as a share of consumption. US oil consumption increased from just over 16 to nearly 21 million barrels a day between 1975 and 2005. American oil production failed to keep up, declining from 8.4 to 5.2 million barrels a day over that same period.2 This US demand for imported oil helped drive up the world price significantly. The result was an enormous transfer of dollars and leverage to such countries as Saudi Arabia, Iran, Iraq, Libya, Qatar, Venezuela, Nigeria, the UAE, and Russia, all of which became far wealthier and, in some cases, more powerful than they otherwise would have been.

Foreign policy also played a role in the weakening of America’s position in the world. The Iraq war initiated in 2003 is a case in point. The United States did not have to go to war with Iraq. Saddam Hussein’s Iraq was not involved in the 9/11 attacks and had little tradition of supporting terrorism. There were other options even if Iraq possessed (as my colleagues in the US government and I thought at the time) biological weapons and a desire to one day restart its nuclear program in earnest. In particular, sanctions could have been strengthened; deterrence was working and could have continued to work. Such arguments were overwhelmed by those who maintained it was essential to eliminate Saddam’s thought-to-be considerable and sure-to-grow inventory of weapons of mass destruction. This conflict was expected to be a relatively quick and easy affair that would demonstrate to the world that post-9/11 America was back; further, that the much-changed Iraq that would result would spur democratic revolutions throughout the Middle East. All of these arguments prevailed—and all were proven wrong. It was an expensive lesson. Iraq proved to be an extraordinarily costly war of choice—in human, military, economic, and diplomatic terms. More than forty-four hundred American troops gave their lives; another thirty thousand suffered casualties.3 The direct economic cost was on the order of $1 trillion, but, in reality, it will be far higher once long-term medical costs and lost productivity on the part of those killed or injured are factored in.4 The immediate adverse strategic consequences of the Iraq war included Iran’s emergence as a regional power no longer offset by a hostile Iraq and a much-damaged US reputation for everything from competence to respect for human rights. Another unfortunate result was the conclusion drawn by most Arab monarchs and leaders that democracy was to be resisted no matter what lest it lead to an outbreak of sectarian politics and chaos.5

What is more, the initial results of an Iraq run by Iraqis are less than encouraging. To be sure, there have been a number of relatively fair elections and political life is active. The economy is growing. Oil production is up. But a political culture of compromise has not taken root, and the country continues to be divided by geography, ethnicity, religion, and politics. There is no consensus on how to share the potential wealth from Iraq’s vast energy resources. The Kurdish north is largely autonomous; where its writ ends and that of the central government begins is unresolved. Iranian influence is pervasive; Iraq’s willingness to allow Iran to use Iraqi airspace and territory to supply arms and oil to a Syrian government that is killing thousands of its own citizens is hardly the expected return on American investment. Iraq still experiences regular terrorist bombings. Millions of Iraqis are either internally displaced or refugees. While certainly better in some ways than it was five years ago, present-day Iraq is far from a model that other countries will want to emulate. Few military interventions prove immune to the law of unintended consequences.

Afghanistan, which has earned the dubious distinction as America’s longest war, has also proven extremely costly. More than two thousand American soldiers have lost their lives; close to twenty thousand have been injured.6 The financial cost is already roughly $500 billion.7 It didn’t have to be that way. This is not to question the original decision after 9/11 to oust the Taliban government that had provided support to al-Qaeda; it was both justifiable and necessary to prevent further terrorist use of Afghanistan as a base to launch additional attacks against the United States. In addition, removing the regime in Kabul was meant to discourage other governments from carrying out terrorist acts or aiding those who did. Indeed, what the United States conducted in Afghanistan in the aftermath of 9/11 was a classic war of necessity: There was no other option that could accomplish what needed doing to protect vital US national interests in the time available.

What proved particularly consequential (and, I would argue, ill-advised) was the determination in 2009 to effectively triple US force levels and target not just al-Qaeda in Afghanistan but the Taliban. These decisions, built in part on policies introduced a year before by the previous administration, wrongly assumed Taliban gains automatically translated into gains for al-Qaeda and overlooked other options for dealing with al-Qaeda if it did reestablish itself in the country—drones and special forces come to mind—as well as the reality that, given its ethnic links, the Taliban would ultimately make major inroads in southern Afghanistan no matter what the United States did. A war of necessity morphed into a war of choice; in the process, the United States became a de facto protagonist in Afghanistan’s civil struggle, when lesser options could have protected core US interests.8 Making matters worse were ambitious goals for building a large military and creating police forces loyal to the Afghan state, objectives that mostly ignored the tradition of a weak central government.

What the United States will have to show for more than a decade of sacrifice and investment in Afghanistan will be minimal. It is difficult to be optimistic about the country’s prospects in light of Taliban resilience, the weakness and corruption that plague Afghanistan’s government, and the reality that Pakistan will continue to be a sanctuary for the Taliban and other armed groups that seek to gain a foothold or more in Afghanistan. Much easier to foresee is an Afghanistan that will steadfastly remain the country it had been before a decade of enormous American involvement.9

Both of these wars represent graphic evidence that power in the abstract and the ability to influence particular situations are two very different things. The latter depends on the immediate balance of power; the relative degree of commitment of the parties; and, perhaps most important, local cultural, economic, social, and political realities and their relationship to the objectives of the stronger protagonist. To be sure, the United States could and should have prepared better for the aftermath of Saddam’s ouster in Iraq and for the likely nature of the struggle in both Iraq and Afghanistan. But the larger lesson is that no amount of effort is likely to be able to overcome the political culture of a society, including such things as loyalty to sect or tribe over state, a winner-take-all (and loser-lose-all) approach to politics, historical balances between the capital and the periphery, the role of religion and the presence or absence of a secular divide, and the lure of traditional livelihoods and customs. “All politics is local” is the famous saying attributed to Tip O’Neill, the former speaker of the US House of Representatives; he might just as easily been referring to armed interventions.

Twenty-five years ago, Paul Kennedy outlined his thesis about imperial overstretch and the notion that great powers often ended up being anything but great as a result of impoverishing themselves in foreign folly.10 A few years later, the Soviet Union would turn out to be Exhibit A; its demise came about as much because of decades of devoting too many resources to its military and a failed imperial venture in Afghanistan as it did from an inefficient economy and top-heavy politics. The question is whether Kennedy’s idea now applies to the United States. Mostly it does not. The share of GDP that goes to all things related to national security is at sustainable and by historical standards not terribly high levels, nearly $800 billion out of $16 trillion, or about 5 percent. The immediate cost of seven years of war in Iraq is in the range of $1 trillion, a significant sum to be sure, but only some 4 percent of US federal spending during that same period. Cumulative costs for Afghanistan increase those numbers by only 50 percent.11 And so, the two wars together amount to 15 percent of the debt accumulated since 2001. American imperial overstretch is, at most, a contributing cause of America’s economic predicament. I point this out not to trivialize the significant costs of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars; rather, to underscore that the United States need not take risks with its security to rebuild economically.

America’s lack of fiscal discipline has contributed far more to its loss of power and influence than have these wars. Lyndon Johnson was widely and rightly criticized for fighting an expensive war in Vietnam and markedly increasing domestic spending simultaneously. George W. Bush fought costly wars in Iraq and in Afghanistan, allowed discretionary domestic spending to increase at an annual rate of 6 percent, and cut taxes deeply.12 The fiscal position of the United States declined in eight years from a surplus of just over $100 billion in 2001 (a year shared by the administrations of Bill Clinton and George W. Bush) to an estimated deficit of approximately $1.4 trillion in 2009 (a year shared by the Bush and Obama administrations.) As a result, the cumulative federal debt increased from just under $6 trillion in 2001 to $10 trillion over that same period. Although some of this spending and resultant jump in the deficit could be attributed to justified expenditures in the aftermath of 9/11 and the 2008 financial meltdown, much could not.

The many causes of the 2008 financial crisis are well known. At its core were inadequate regulation of the home mortgage market and the activities of large financial firms. As the economy went into recession, tax revenues dropped; at the same time, government spending was increased to jump-start the economy. Meanwhile, spending on entitlements also rose. The US budget deficit ballooned to between $1 and $1.5 trillion a year; by the end of 2012, the gross federal debt of the United States reached the size of its GDP. The United States had been set on an unsustainable path, one that would have to be corrected by its elected leaders through a mix of spending cuts and revenue increases or, failing that, that would leave the country vulnerable to forces outside its control.

The 2008 crisis, together with subsequent inability on the part of Congress and the executive branch to agree on a path forward to reduce the deficit and debt and restore traditional levels of economic growth, hurt the United States in another way: It diminished the appeal of the American economic and political model. The country’s reputation for responsible global leadership took an additional hit when the United States took steps to accelerate its economic growth through “quantitative easing,” steps that effectively increased the money supply, with little or no apparent concern for the rest of the world despite the fact that other governments held vast amounts of dollars (whose value would be reduced as the supply increased) and depended on the dollar for their international transactions.


China’s Rise

We can debate whether America’s unipolar moment ever existed, but there can be little doubt that bipolarity was the dominant feature of the international system for some four decades, from just after the end of World War II to the late 1980s and the crumbling of the Berlin Wall and, soon after, the collapse of the Soviet Union itself. The question for today is whether the world is again becoming bipolar, in this instance with China constituting the second pole.

China’s rise is one of the defining features of this era. China has come a remarkably long way in a short time. Three and a half decades ago, at the end of the Cultural Revolution, China was home to some 900 million people with a GDP of under $200 billion. Today, population has increased by some 40 percent to 1.3 billion, but economic output has grown no less than 35 times, to $7 trillion!

Hundreds of millions of Chinese moved out of poverty and left rural areas for cities. GDP per capita rose from under $200 to more than $5,000. Five hundred million Chinese now use the Internet; cell phone usage is close to universal.1 And despite significant controls and limits, China became a more open society than it was as well. During this period, it has mostly acted abroad with considerable caution, knowing it required external stability and financial support from the outside world to develop. Foreign policy was designed to serve domestic development, rather than the other way around.

One question: Going forward, can that high (double-digit) economic growth again be generated? If it could, it would ease important problems and pressures for China and its leaders. Above all, it would leave the bulk of the Chinese people relatively content with their system as it is. That said, high growth would be no panacea. For one thing, the gap between the distribution of economic power and political authority would continue to grow. The experience of other societies is that rising living standards and the emergence of a sizable middle class create pressures for greater pluralism. Economic inequality rankles. Accommodating such pressures would be difficult, to say the least, for a top-heavy authoritarian political system.

But far more likely for China is the opposite scenario, one in which growth slows considerably and stays well below double digits. Indeed, China’s growth may have already fallen to as low as 5 or 6 percent; we cannot have great confidence in official statistics. Whatever the actual figure, simple realities of compounding make it difficult and ultimately impossible for China to keep growing at its high rate of recent decades. It is one thing to double GDP per capita over, say, seven years (a 10 percent annual growth rate) when it begins at $2,000 year. But assuming no increase in population it would take an increase of some $5,000 per person over the next seven years to sustain this rate of growth. Also, high rates of growth tend to be harder to sustain after much of the proverbial low-hanging fruit has been picked. Electricity can only be introduced once. Labor shortages, the result of an aging population and fewer Chinese moving to cities, have driven up the costs of manufacturing, one reason that other producers of relatively inexpensive goods are now providing stiff competition to China. In addition, years of low economic growth in Europe, Japan, and to a lesser extent the United States (and the prospect of additional such years to come) have limited these areas’ ability to absorb Chinese goods. There is also increasing resistance around the world to China’s policy of keeping its currency at artificially low levels to reduce the cost of its exports to consumers in Europe and the United States.

All this creates profound pressures for China’s leaders. Much of the legitimacy of its ruling elite stems from their ability to produce robust economic performance. For more than three decades, China has depended on double-digit economic growth, largely generated by ever-increasing exports, to maintain high levels of employment, raise living standards, and thereby assure social tranquility. In many ways, materialism came to replace socialism as the dominant “ism” of contemporary China.

This era—one launched by Deng Xiaoping in the aftermath of the Cultural Revolution and that has dominated that country for more than three decades—is now ending. At the same time, domestic pressures, including the need to raise hundreds of millions more Chinese out of poverty, growing resentment over income and wealth inequality, widespread desire for a higher standard of living, and the demand to provide more health and retirement benefits, are also pushing China’s leaders to find something to complement export-led growth. The result is that China is in the early days of a profound transition, one in which economic growth will increasingly have to stem from increased domestic and consumer-driven demand rather than from exports and state spending on large infrastructure projects. Like all transitions, this sort of rebalancing is easier to call for than to bring about.

Finding the proverbial Goldilocks course—say, growth that averages maybe 7 to 8 percent a year through, among other things, the gradual substitution of domestic consumption for lost exports—will be difficult. China is constrained by a deteriorating environment (when I was last in Beijing, I could see only a few hundred meters and it was painful to breathe), a large and aging population where fewer workers will have to support a growing number of retirees, large social needs, and a top-heavy political system that is far less dynamic than its economy. Creating a country that could innovate on a large scale would require introducing educational and social reforms that would only feed the desire for additional political change, something the leadership resists. If that same political system cannot continue to deliver improved living standards for 500 million people who are still poor by any measure, it will eventually come under direct challenge, although just how quickly is unclear. Already, there are 100,000 political protests of some scale per year in China over grievances ranging from land confiscation and corruption to unemployment and environmental problems.2

The question arises as to how the Communist Party will react as growth slows. There are in principle three paths: limited reform; some mixture of regression and repression; and appeal to nationalism. Introducing economic and political reform would be the most desirable and in the long run beneficial, but it could lead to calls for fundamental change, including the end to the Communist Party’s dominant role. Reform could also create considerable social disorder throughout the country, something feared by many Chinese to a degree rarely appreciated by outsiders. For these and other reasons, China’s rulers are unlikely to embrace reform in a wholesale or rapid fashion; instead, their approach to it will probably be one of selectivity and caution.

Repression is not a sustainable proposition in the long run; nor is a return to Maoist orthodoxy. The latter cannot produce the rates of needed economic growth. But a degree of repression on top of what already exists is a real possibility if, as seems likely, criticism and protests grow amid economic slowdown. And calls for a return to the Maoist tradition are sure to be heard if disorder begins to mount and corruption continues at current levels.

Another possibility would be for China’s rulers to wrap themselves in the flag and further embrace nationalism. For many years, Chinese officials and academics articulated a concept of its peaceful rise so as not to alienate its neighbors.3 But China’s heavy-handed approach toward nearby countries (in particular Japan, the Philippines, and Vietnam) over competing claims to territorial seas and islands is cause for concern. The obvious danger is that this behavior is a harbinger of a more assertive or even aggressive China, a development that would complicate, if not end, prospects for significant collaboration on regional and global challenges and raise the prospect of a twenty-first-century version of a cold war. Until now, China’s foreign policy has mostly taken a backseat to its economic development. Claims on Taiwan, just to name one prominent example, were never pressed militarily. China has opted for stability and commercial ties over most else. But this restraint may not last. The irony is inescapable: Political leaders in the United States and Asia are busy debating how best to meet what they perceive as the threat from China; political leaders in China are debating how best to meet the many threats they perceive to China, including its encirclement by countries determined to block its rise and internal threats to its stability and even unity.

China’s three possible paths are by no means mutually exclusive; to the contrary, we are likely to see a mix of selective reform, heightened state control, and bouts of nationalism. As is already evident, a wealthier China will become a stronger China, and such a China will want to exert influence commensurate with its increased strength. China is building up and modernizing its military. The real question is whether it will use this strength to bolster the international order and, among other things, to help bridge the gap that has grown between various global challenges and existing arrangements as well as do more to help resolve regional conflicts.

China’s behavior toward North Korea is less than fully reassuring. The Korean Peninsula remains divided, one of the last monuments of the Cold War. This situation exists in no small part because China subsidizes North Korea despite the risks posed to its own interests by its often irresponsible and unpredictable partner. The reason is partly strategic, in that China would view a unified peninsula with its capital in Seoul and in the American strategic orbit as constituting a major strategic setback. It is worth keeping in mind that China intervened in the Korean War precisely to prevent the unification of the entire country under the aegis of the United Nations, then dominated by the United States. There are also political ties between Chinese leaders and their North Korean counterparts, and some concerns in China that a crisis involving the North could trigger large flows of refugees into China. The point is not that Chinese troops would necessarily intervene again if war erupted; rather, that China is not ready to put aside relatively narrow national concerns to pursue a foreign policy that would enhance regional and global order.

China’s pattern of investing in and buying up energy and mineral resources around the world is also cause for concern. At the end of the day, though, China cannot buy its way to guaranteeing access to sufficient energy and mineral resources it will need to sustain its long-term growth; it must soon face the choice of joining the United States and others to promote the stability of energy-producing countries and the security of transit routes or face the consequences of supply shortages and price increases. China is too big an actor with the need to import and export on too large a scale to be able to wall itself off from the realities of globalization.

That said, there is as yet little evidence that China is prepared to take on a regional or global role that transcends narrowly defined national interests. Chinese officials often protest that their country is still developing and ought not to be expected to put international responsibilities before national ones. While on one level this stance is understandable, it is also self-serving and possibly not even that, as China (which, for example, imports more than one-third the oil it consumes from the Middle East and is highly vulnerable to the effects of climate change) has a large and growing stake in regional stability and global cooperation.

It is helpful, too, to maintain perspective. China may have the world’s second-largest economy, and in several decades may well have the world’s largest, overtaking even the United States, but per capita output is at most only a fifth that of the most developed countries. Hundreds of millions of Chinese remain below the poverty line. China has reason to avoid acting recklessly: Not only could it devalue its own considerable dollar holdings if it acted in ways that hurt the US economy and weakened the dollar, but, perhaps more important, China still needs decades’ more external stability if it is to be able to do all it wants to develop internally. Although China is building up militarily, its overall military spending is only a fraction that of the United States, and what China deploys is far behind US equipment in quality. The issue should not be China’s rise, which is inevitable even if many observers underestimate the looming hurdles, but what the character shall be, at home and abroad, of a more powerful China.4


A Post-European World

We are living in a post-European world. Indeed, we are in the early stages of what might be termed the post-European era of international relations. Partly this is an ironic result of Europe’s success. The continent that was the locale of so much turmoil (including two world wars and a cold war) during the past century is largely whole, free, and calm. France, Germany, and Great Britain, three of the principal protagonists of twentieth-century history, are fully and seemingly permanently reconciled. Europe is, by a long shot, the most integrated of regions, the part of the world where area-wide institutions and rules play the most significant part in the lives of the area’s countries and their citizens. The biggest problems in contemporary Europe tend to be about budgets, not bombs, and financing welfare, not war.

In some ways, the contrast between Europe and Asia could hardly be more dramatic. Asia will be, before long, the center of gravity of the world economy; the historic question is whether its dynamism can be managed peacefully. Asian regional mechanisms, especially in the political and security realms, are comparatively thin. The United States, China, Japan, India, Vietnam, Russia, the two Koreas, Indonesia, Australia, the Philippines, and others eye one another warily. Much remains unresolved, from territorial claims to historical grievances. Competition and friction are unavoidable; conflict is a possibility that cannot be ruled out. The twenty-first century is far more likely to kick up dust in the Asia-Pacific region than it is in Europe.

But another truth about Europe is less positive. Despite a collective GDP slightly larger than that of the United States and a population of over 500 million, Europe punches far below its weight in the world as a result of its parochialism, its pronounced antimilitary culture, and the unresolved tensions between the pull of nationalism and the commitment to building a collective union. For these and related reasons, Europe, the principal strategic and economic partner of the United States in the world for more than half a century, is likely to be less significant in the half-century ahead.

Take defense. The problem is not the number of European troops; there are nearly two million. Nor is it so much what Europeans spend on defense: some $250 billion a year, roughly half of US defense spending. Rather, it is how those troops are organized and how that money is spent. The whole is far less than the sum of its parts, in part because decisions are made nationally. Much of the discussion about a common foreign and defense policy never translates into action. Precious little has been done to promote specialization or coordination. National politics and economics dictate expenditures: There is much replication of what is not relevant and little is invested in what is truly needed. Missing in particular are many of the assets needed to project military force across distances, to areas more likely than continental Europe to be the battlefields of the future.1

There is also a political and cultural problem. Even where a willingness to intervene with military force exists, such as in Libya or Afghanistan, there are significant constraints. Some governments refuse to participate in combat operations. European political culture has evolved in ways that make it more difficult to field modern militaries prepared to bear the cost in blood and treasure; then secretary of defense Robert Gates described what has happened as “the demilitarization of Europe—where large swaths of the general public and political class are averse to military force and the risks that go with it.” All this inevitably limits NATO’s future role, as NATO mostly makes sense as an expeditionary force in an often unstable world, not as a standing army on a mostly stable continent. Indeed, Gates went on to warn that NATO faced “the very real possibility of collective military irrelevance.”2

Europe’s loss of centrality goes beyond the defense sphere to reflect financial, economic, political, and demographic realities. The European project, which in its most ambitious form dreamed of a single market and a single continental political entity, is foundering. Popular rejections of the 2007 Lisbon Treaty (which aimed to strengthen European institutions at the expense of national ones), as well as the treaty to establish a new constitution that preceded it, demonstrate that the notion of a truly united Europe has become more the cause of the elite, one that no longer captures the imagination of a majority of the continent’s residents. Lackluster leadership of European organizations is both a cause and a result of this loss of momentum. Behind this drift is the stark reality that Europeans have never quite committed to Europe—a “United States of Europe”—in large part because of the continued pull of nationalism; the region remains much closer to a “United Europe of States.” This is especially true for the younger generation, which tends not to see the EU as an essential solution to such historical challenges as German nationalism or a Russian threat.3 If Europeans were serious about being a unified power, they would trade the British and French United Nations Security Council seats for a European one. This is not about to happen.

The decision taken two decades ago to create a monetary union without a fiscal counterpart was a structural error. Something had to give, and it did in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis and recession begun in the United States. Greece has become something of a poster child for what ails Europe, but the culprit just as easily could have been (and, with time, may well turn out to be) Spain, Portugal, Italy, or even France. The thread running through these mostly southern European countries and the challenges they face is a mix of their own profligacy—above all, extensive, costly social programs built on modest economic foundations, debt, or both—and a weak EU leadership that permitted them to live beyond their means and violate the terms under which the euro was established. Making the crisis both more severe and prolonged alike were the relatively timid responses from European institutions and governments. (The comparison with the number and scale of measures introduced in 2008–2009 by the US government, including economic stimulus, quantitative easing, corporate bailouts, and the Troubled Asset Relief Program [TARP], is both marked and instructive.) Europe’s politics have never caught up with its finances.

But the European economic challenge is far larger than the Eurozone. The financial crisis hopefully will be managed (not to be equated with solved) by a mixture of bottom-up improvements that rein in spending and increase tax collection in select European countries and, more likely, through top-down measures that will increase the liquidity of banks and governments’ access to capital. But that is very different than addressing the underlying economic condition, one that reflects structural problems and weaknesses. Europe faces a future of prolonged low growth as a result of many factors: overly generous entitlements including early retirement coupled with generous pensions, high taxation, low labor mobility, extensive regulation, broad resistance to immigration, a paucity of venture capital, and legal regimes that discourage risk-taking by making recovery from failure and bankruptcy extremely difficult.4 Even taking into account such exceptions as Germany, Europe’s overall recovery is likely to be modest at best in both absolute and relative terms.

Time and demographics will not improve the situation. Europe’s population has leveled off at about 500 million and is rapidly aging. By midcentury, the ratio of retirees to those of working age is projected to double.5 Fewer will be of military age; a smaller number will be working to support the many that are retired. Europe, representing one-fourth of the world’s economic output, slightly more than the United States, is now the world’s largest economy, but it won’t be for long. It faces a future that is more likely to resemble Japan’s than China’s; for economic and political reasons alike, Europe’s position as a major power in the twenty-first-century world looks to be all but over.


The Wannabe Major Powers

At least in principle, it could be argued that this is a multipolar world; that is, one dominated by a few. The principal powers—the United States, China, Japan, Europe, India, and Russia—contain over half the world’s people. They also account for nearly three-fourths of global GDP and an even higher percentage of what the world spends on defense.

But as already noted, the trends do not favor the emergence of traditional multipolarity. One reason is the existence of another fifteen or twenty countries with real capacity. The fact that the G-20 (which in reality often comes closer to the G-25) has largely replaced the G-8 is instructive here. And then there is the increasing number and significance of organizations and forces other than states.

A second reality is that the so-called great powers are not all that great. China has already been discussed, as has Europe. Both have significant vulnerabilities and weaknesses along with their strengths. And the United States is, for all of its capacity and promise, both underperforming and overreaching.

But what about Japan, until recently the world’s second-largest economy, and now its third? Its wealth per person is nine times higher than that of China. Japan also possesses one of the world’s most capable militaries, spending some $50 billion annually on defense. It is a stable society with modern infrastructure.

Japan, however, is unlikely to be a major factor in the world any time soon beyond the economic realm. The population is slightly above 100 million, less than a tenth of China’s, just over a third of America’s. It is saddled with a large debt—approximately 200 percent of GDP.1 A lack of immigration denies Japan not just an opportunity to increase its population and lower its average age, but to obtain new ideas and talent. Japan is heavily dependent on imports of raw materials and access to markets for its exports. It is limited by an aging society, political parties that are more personal fiefdoms than dynamic organizations, and the burden of its history that makes most of its neighbors wary of any sign of its reemergence as a regional political and military power. Japan’s constitution, a result of World War II, still limits the role of the Japanese armed forces to self-defense; formally amending it so that Japan could become a more “normal” country, one able to deploy and employ a modern, capable military force like other countries, would trigger intense internal and regional resistance alike. Like Europe’s, Japan’s impact in the world will be less than it could or would be, were its domestic politics different.2

Then there is India. India will pass China as the world’s most populous country in a matter of decades. India is arguably more resilient than China; its democracy, now more than sixty years old, gives it a flexibility that China’s more brittle system does not. India’s economy has also fared quite well, growing at an average rate of 6 percent a year since 1980. India’s GDP is now approaching $2 trillion; its position in the world of information technology is secure. India’s military is modernizing across the board.

But India is not without significant constraints; there is a second India. Its enormous population, like China’s, is as much burden as resource. Hundreds of millions of Indians live in poverty. A good deal of education remains substandard. Corruption is widespread. Economic growth is further limited by inadequate transportation and electricity-related infrastructure, while quality of life is constrained not just by these shortcomings but from severe problems in the realms of water, housing, and sewage. The population is divided by language and ethnicity; caste bias is still prevalent, limiting social mobility. Unwieldy coalitions at the national level, together with overlapping powers at the federal and state levels, make for sclerotic government that is often hostage to the agendas of regional or marginal parties far out of the political mainstream.3

India is also constrained by geography. It is bordered by both China and Pakistan. India and China are wary of each other, but their policies are mostly kept in check despite a still-unsettled border and memories of a war fought a half-century ago. Nonetheless, their proximity is a consideration, one that now fuels India’s nuclear and missile programs and influences India’s conventional force levels and deployments.

Pakistan is a far more problematic neighbor for India, not because it is stronger, but because so many Pakistanis view India as an existential threat. Pakistan has defined itself for much of its history in opposition to India; the differences thus go beyond contested territory in Kashmir, although that is surely part of the explanation. There is a history of conflict and barely averted conflict. The risk for India is not just terrorism emanating from Pakistan, but the danger that renewed conventional military conflict could escalate into nuclear war. Despite the lack of appeal of Pakistan’s often violent and dysfunctional model, there is as well the potential for incitement of some of the estimated 175 million Indian Muslims, a possibility that could come to pose challenges to India’s unity and stability. The Indo-Pakistani relationship is mostly undeveloped; the two countries have less commercial, diplomatic, and cultural interaction than did the United States and the Soviet Union at the height of the Cold War.4

It is in India’s own interest to meet Pakistan more than halfway in an attempt to settle or at least reduce their outstanding differences. But Indians are disinclined to do this—they are too bitter and suspicious after decades of confrontation—and Pakistan’s military leadership (which has a dominant political role) is unlikely to accept Indian offers of compromise that fall short of the former’s maximum demands. India, therefore, is unlikely to free itself from the costs and risks central to its relationship with Pakistan—and for this reason (among others, including the lack of much that would qualify as serious thought and debate about its international role) India is unlikely to soon realize its potential in the region or the world.

Russia is another member of the club of would-be great powers. Even after the breakup of the Soviet Union, Russia remains the world’s largest country in the territorial sense. It enjoys great natural resources, including oil and gas. It has the only nuclear arsenal in the same league as that of the United States. It is one of the five veto-wielding, permanent members of the United Nations Security Council.

But Russia has been and will continue to be held back. It is hobbled by corruption and a top-heavy political system that functions more like an oligarchy than a democracy; the possibility even exists for large-scale popular protest—a “Moscow Spring,” so to speak—that would challenge the legitimacy and durability of the regime. Russia has a mostly one-dimensional economy, one more influenced by government than markets, that is heavily dependent on oil, gas, and minerals. The population is down to 142 million and, until recently, was declining by several hundred thousand a year, the result of alcoholism, disease, crime, and a poor public health system.5 Large tracts of the country are lightly populated. Ethnic divisions and separatist inclinations are pronounced. The military is relatively weak and lagging in the way of modern arms, support systems, and training. The last twenty years have not been good in many ways for Russians; they have lost half their country and considerable influence, and seen NATO enlarge up to their borders. President Putin has exploited this sense of humiliation and resentment, but has done little to set Russia on a path that would allow it to be a great power in fact as well as name.6

As the title of this section suggests, the countries conventionally listed as great powers are in fact something less than that. There is a positive side to this from the American vantage point, as it strongly suggests a lack of direct challenge. But there is also a negative, as countries that are less than great and preoccupied with domestic or local challenges make for poor partners. This is a serious problem, given the limits on US capacities and the reality that this is a world of multiple challenges that often require a collective response.


The Global Gap

Beyond their individual weaknesses and vulnerabilities, the major powers share a common predicament: their inability to agree on how the world is to be organized and operated. The result is a gap between what exists and what is needed in the way of global rules and arrangements to enable globalization’s positive effects and inhibit its negative ones. Accounting for this “global gap” is the absence of consensus as to the rules necessary for governing international relations and to the penalties for breaking them.

There are of course any number of international organizations, from the United Nations and the International Monetary Fund to the World Health Organization and the World Trade Organization. But they all fall short of what is needed. Part of the problem is that many of these institutions were designed at and for a different time. Many originated during or soon after World War II, when the world was dominated by the Allies, which included the United States, Great Britain, the Soviet Union, and France. There was no (or at most a severely limited) role for Axis countries such as Germany and Japan, and little provision for colonial areas that would soon emerge as states. The China that was envisioned was that of the pro-Western Nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek, not the Communists who won out in 1949. The war’s lasting impact on Great Britain and France was underestimated. Many of the features and forces that fall under the rubric of globalization were either in their infancy or literally unimaginable.

That world is now close to seventy years in the past. There is no way that a UN Security Council designed in 2012 would count the United States, Russia, China, Great Britain, and France as its five permanent, veto-wielding members. There would be pressure and good reason to include Japan, India, and possibly Brazil, and create a single European chair so that Germany had a voice. But agreeing on any such changes is near impossible, as under any imaginable scheme for reform there would be losers as well as winners. Efforts such as the G-20 are a step in the direction of rectifying this flaw, but the G-20 lacks authority and capacity in addition to suffering from its very size. The result is what can best be termed multilateralism’s dilemma: that the inclusion of more actors increases the legitimacy of a process or organization at the same time as it decreases its efficiency and utility. It is always more difficult to arrive at consensus and get anything done with more in the room, but there is enormous pressure to expand participation all the same.

In addition to these institutions’ being dated and there being too many cooks, the basic political problem is that the major powers rarely agree on what needs doing in the international arena. Even where there is a degree of accord in principle, such as on the need to stop the spread of nuclear weapons, prevent climate change, or promote trade, there is too little agreement in practice. The result is that the world is a far messier and more dangerous place than it could or should be.

In the case of climate change, there is near-universal acceptance among the world’s governments of the scientific evidence that burning fossil fuels is causing measurable change in the earth’s climate, something that in turn will affect not just average temperatures but agricultural output, species survival, insect and disease prevalence, severity and frequency of tornadoes and hurricanes, and flooding in coastal areas. But taking the kinds of steps that would have a meaningful effect on carbon emissions has proven impossible, given that any such pact would constrain economic activity (anathema to developed countries suffering from low or no economic growth) and slow the extension of access to energy and electricity to literally hundreds of millions of people in developing countries, something unacceptable to China and India, which do not accept that their middle classes should be denied the benefits their Western counterparts have experienced. The result is that the world will face a future in which significant climate change is a reality—already, the temperature of both the oceans and the atmosphere is substantially higher, as are sea levels—and where, as a result, the policy debate will come to focus less on mitigation and more on how best to adapt to altered conditions or even geoengineering, a controversial approach bordering on science fiction with the potential to reverse the warming through such steps as adding particles to the atmosphere that would filter out some sunlight.1

Stopping the spread of nuclear weapons would seem to be a significantly more promising issue, as consensus and collaboration alike can be identified. The Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT), which came into force in 1970 and is now signed by 189 countries, limits the right to possess nuclear weapons to the five permanent members of the Security Council, making clear as well that this right is temporary, as these countries are expected to reduce and ultimately eliminate their arsenals. Also, several supplementary arrangements are in place among potential suppliers of critical relevant technologies to deny these components or technologies to would-be proliferators.

But agreement is thinner than it first appears. The Nonproliferation Treaty allows countries the right to develop nuclear energy for purposes such as electricity generation, a loophole that allows governments the ability to put into place most of what is necessary to produce the critical fuel for a nuclear weapon. The associated inspection regime created in 1957 under the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) to make sure that nothing untoward is going on is in fact a gentlemen’s club; inspectors only have the right to inspect facilities that are made known to them by the government in question. Governments (such as Iran’s) can and do carry out illegal nuclear activities in secret sites that international inspectors either do not know about or, even if they do, cannot gain entry to. The so-called Additional Protocol, created just over a decade ago, provides for a more assertive inspections regime to ensure that activities inconsistent with the treaty’s purpose are less likely to take place, but adherence to this, too, is voluntary. Nor is there international agreement on a comprehensive ban of all nuclear tests, something that would further inhibit weapons development.

At least as important, there is no agreement among the major powers as to what to do when a country refuses to sign the NPT—Israel, India, and Pakistan all come to mind—or violates it, as North Korea and Iran have done. Israel, India, Pakistan, and North Korea paid little price for developing nuclear weapons. In each case, one or more major power patrons had reason to look the other way when the country in question moved toward and finally across the nuclear weapons threshold. Iran, the most recent test for the global nonproliferation regime, has paid a considerable price for its nuclear-related activities, but the record suggests that shared opposition in principle to a country’s gaining nuclear weapons does not translate into common policies; many of the sanctions aimed at Iran are subscribed to only by a subset of governments.

Closely related to a lack of agreement on many facets of what to do to frustrate nuclear proliferation is the clear disagreement over the legality and legitimacy of undertaking preventive military action to stop it. There is considerable legal and diplomatic underpinning for a country’s right to intervene militarily to thwart an imminent threat from another state or entity. Such acts of preemption are seen as synonymous with the notion of “anticipatory self-defense.” What matters again is that the threat of attack is both incontrovertible and imminent: a destructive capacity not only completed but being readied for actual use. If these criteria are met, then a state has the right to preempt, or strike, before it is struck.2

This is something fundamentally different from preventive action: intervention against a threat that is gathering but not yet fully developed, much less being readied for immediate use. Preventive action was contemplated by the Soviet Union against China in the late 1960s and discouraged by the United States, which saw potential leverage against the USSR in the rise of a China that was competitive with it. Israel carried out preventive attacks against nuclear-related facilities in Iraq in 1981 and Syria in 2007. In 2003, the United States carried out what it incorrectly described as a preemptive war but was in fact a preventive war against Iraq. To the extent Iraq constituted a threat in the realm of weapons of mass destruction, it was gathering; their use was not imminent. In the event, it was later learned that the threat was not even gathering.

This has all become much more than an arcane academic matter, given the Iranian nuclear program and concerns about the destabilizing consequences of Iran’s approaching or reaching nuclear weapons status. Israel and the United States are both contemplating preventive military action. The question is what the international reaction would be if either or both were to go ahead. There is also the precedential dimension of acting, as a world of repeated preventive strikes by one state against another for reasons including, but not necessarily limited to, thwarting nuclear spread, could well become extraordinarily dangerous and messy. Ideally, there would be agreement both on the conditions that would constitute a legitimate preventive strike and the procedure for gaining international legal and diplomatic support for undertaking one. Such a globally accepted norm could also act as a deterrent to a country going down the proliferation path; be that as it may, such agreement is a long ways off.

More international cooperation exists in the realm of economics than in any other, mostly because such cooperation is so patently in the interests of individual countries. This includes not just trade but also monetary policy, investment, development, and financial regulation. This last area has perhaps seen the greatest degree of progress in recent years, spurred in large part by the 2008 crisis and its aftermath. The G-20 governments, meeting in Seoul in late 2010, approved new guidelines to be phased in gradually for, among other things, the amount of capital banks need to keep on hand. Such commitments form part of a larger set of arrangements that are broadly observed, such as those that set standards for accounting. The decision to accept such rules must be taken by individual governments, but there is incentive to do so lest they discourage investment and other forms of business activity in and with their country.3

Trade, however, is the area of the highest degree of international integration. Modern arrangements go back to the immediate post–World War II years, when some two dozen countries established the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), a forum designed to lower tariff and other trade barriers widely viewed to have contributed to the Great Depression and the run-up to World War II. In 1995, the GATT was replaced by the World Trade Organization (WTO). The GATT and WTO have made real progress over these decades toward reducing and eliminating tariff barriers that impede trade; the WTO has also established a dispute-resolution mechanism that all 157 of its members subscribe to.

Progress on expanding trade has slowed, however, in recent years. This is another case of multilateralism’s having become too unwieldy. The most recent round of global trade talks, started up in Doha in 2001, has failed to produce consensus between developed and developing countries on the treatment of agricultural goods, the elimination of trade-distorting subsidies, and some aspects of trade in manufacturing. Another problem is that the WTO has no ability to deal with currency manipulation (a charge often leveled against China), a practice that distorts trade by making the goods of some countries artificially inexpensive. Again, this is an arena in which principles come into direct conflict with domestic political and economic realities. Bilateral and regional trade pacts are, at best, an incomplete substitute for global arrangements as by definition they fail to address certain issues (such as farm subsidies) and many markets. The price of this inability to progress on a broad front is both economic—estimates are that the United States could, with substantial trade liberalization, increase its GDP by as much as $500 billion a year—and political, as trade constitutes a potential barrier to conflict between and among countries that have a strong disincentive not to interrupt relations working to their mutual benefit.4 Global trade negotiations, for decades the leading edge of multilateralism, have hit a wall.

Foreign investment is less regulated internationally than trade. Just about every government wants to attract foreign investment as it can fuel development of natural resources, manufacturing, and/or infrastructure development. It is especially appealing to developing economies (which hope it involves not just funding but technology transfer) and cash-strapped developed countries. At the same time, governments want to wall off areas of not just narrow security significance but also economic advantage. Ought there, then, to be some sort of WIO—World Investment Organization—that would establish principles guiding foreign investment along with a dispute resolution mechanism for those inevitable occasions when there were clashes? Efforts to create such a framework—a multilateral agreement on investment—came to naught in the 1990s, largely because a disparate collection of left-leaning advocacy groups generated considerable opposition and controversy that few countries were prepared to take on.5 Today, nearly two decades later, there is little interest in resuming such negotiations, in part because governments fear they would see their ability to limit investment (be it for reasons of commercial competitiveness or security) curtailed. What we are seeing instead is the proliferation of bilateral investment treaties. Literally thousands exist, but with the lack of consistency and inclusion, global investment flows are not as large as they could be while the friction generated by disputes relating to denied opportunities for investment is greater than it should be.

Shortcomings exist in other aspects of the global economic machinery. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) can refuse to loan money to a government in need unless certain terms are met, something that can provide useful leverage in promoting needed reform when it comes to pressuring countries that seek to borrow. The IMF can also assess the adequacy of individual country policies and regulatory frameworks as well as estimate their growth prospects, though it cannot require them to reform their ways if they don’t wish to borrow directly from it. In addition, the decision-making of the IMF, like many institutions, has not kept up with shifts in the global distribution of wealth; China, along with many of the oil-rich countries, is underrepresented, although owing to some recent changes, the situation is better than it was.6

If economics highlights a persistent gap between global machinery and long-standing challenges, cyberspace reflects the gap between global rules and emerging issues. In some ways it is reminiscent of nuclear arms control back in the 1950s, when the technology outpaced the conceptual thinking. It took decades to catch up, and even now there is still something of a gap, given the politics of national security. When it comes to cyberspace, there is little in the way of machinery. The International Telecommunications Union (ITU) has nominal jurisdiction of this domain, but so far at least there has been discussion with little agreement.

Behind this lack of legal and political frameworks is the reality that there is, as yet, no consensus on what is to be protected versus restricted or banned or regulated. The United States, in part because of its massive reliance on information technology for everything from financial operations to defense, is most concerned about cyber security and the protection of networks and infrastructure. Some now speak of cyberspace as a fifth national security domain, alongside ground, air, sea, and space. There is also a strong American preference for an interconnected world in which information and ideas flow freely. Thus, it comes as no surprise that US policy is to promote a “secure, open, reliable, and globally connected” IT architecture in which access to the Internet is a human right and in which individual privacy is a major consideration.7

Others, and in particular authoritarian governments, are more concerned about information security—the ability to control what is available on the Internet and social media. Their concern is less about protecting physical and economic infrastructure than about maintaining political and social stability. More widespread international concerns include whether and how to filter content to prevent the Internet from being used for pornography, hate speech, or terrorist training and recruiting. The disagreement between the United States, which favors free speech even when it causes offense (a crude Internet video produced in the United States was found to be highly offensive by most Muslims in September 2012) and many governments in the Arab and Muslim worlds, is telling. Nor is there anything approaching agreement among governments on what are the rights as well as obligations of states, what constitutes an aggressive act, or when acts of cyber aggression (such as those employed against Iran’s nuclear program) might be permitted. Further complicating efforts in the cyber arena is the prevalence of nonstate actors. Just to be clear: The intention here is not to argue that the goal should be agreement for agreement’s sake, as it should not—a bad consensus is worse than none it all—rather, to highlight how in this area, too, there is little in the way of actual global accord.8

Health is yet another realm where global arrangements fall short of what is required. The World Health Organization (WHO), created in 1948 to fight disease and promote health, has a limited mandate that leaves it ill-prepared to fulfill its mission in the modern world. Calls for increased international cooperation on matters of health have grown of late, more than anything the result of concerns triggered by the SARS outbreak of 2003 and fears about pandemic influenza. The concerns are well founded, as in a global world, what begins in the most remote region of one country can quickly spread around the world via modern travel. Unfortunately, few clear rules exist for what governments need to do to contribute to global efforts to contain any outbreak of infectious disease.

The 2005 International Health Regulations, endorsed by almost all the world’s governments, were designed to help fill this gap.9 Governments agreed on a common strategy to detect disease outbreaks and notify the WHO when they occurred. However, dozens of countries have fallen behind on establishing such a capacity; in many cases, they lack the technical means as well as the financial wherewithal. There is even less agreement on noncommunicable diseases (NCDs), including cancer, heart and lung diseases, and diabetes, which often stem from tobacco and alcohol use, inactivity, and diet. A 2011 UN summit accomplished little.10 So while there has been some progress, even in a relatively apolitical area such as combating disease, the world is far from being the community it needs to be.

One last area where the appearance of international progress does not quite comport with the reality involves humanitarian intervention. The issue gained considerable prominence in the initial post–Cold War decade as a result of actions taken (Somalia, Bosnia, and Kosovo) and not taken (Rwanda, Congo, Sudan). Failure to act when international intervention might have saved large numbers of innocent lives generated the idea of sovereignty as responsibility, namely, that sovereignty entails obligations as well as rights, and when governments fail to meet these obligations, either out of choice or a lack of capacity, they forfeit some of their rights.11

Most of us can agree that governments that attack their own people on a large scale, or which allow such attacks to be carried out by one group of citizens against another, open themselves up to humanitarian intervention by outsiders. This notion was enshrined in 2005 by the United Nations, which stated that in such situations the international community took on the “Responsibility to Protect,” or R2P.12

But there has been more than a little “buyer’s remorse” ever since. The difference here between international reactions to aggression between states and to aggression within them is both striking and telling. The world came together to repudiate and, in the end, reverse Saddam Hussein’s invasion and occupation of Kuwait in 1990–1991. What was at issue then was sovereignty and the ability to use military force to overwhelm it. This was almost universally rejected, just as Kuwait’s right of self-defense was almost universally embraced. These concepts lie at the heart of the modern international system of independent states that can be traced back to the mid-seventeenth century. Here at least there is genuine community around the world; self-interest has its virtues.

Despite the existence of R2P, no such consensus exists on the right of the international community to intervene in internal situations. Many governments are concerned that this new concept can raise expectations that they will act—something that could prove costly in lives, military expenditures, and, depending on the circumstances, commercial and other national interests. Even more, a number of governments are worried that R2P could be turned on them, that their sovereignty could be “violated” by the international community under circumstances in which they might believe their own actions to be totally warranted or when they judge the situation does not justify R2P. Russian and Chinese reticence in pressuring governments that deserve censure and sanction is largely derived from such concerns; such reticence was reinforced when the 2012 humanitarian intervention in Libya evolved into something much closer to imposed regime change.

These differences came to a head in 2012 with Syria. The United States, much of Europe, and many of the Sunni Arab countries saw the Syrian government’s large-scale and violent attacks on its own people as warranting a response, including severe sanctions and assistance to the opposition, though there was little enthusiasm for undertaking what promised to be a difficult armed intervention. For their part, China and Russia, as well as Iran, opposed such international pressure and actions for reasons that reflected their regional aims as well as their general concerns about R2P. Instead, they worked to bolster the regime of Bashar al-Assad through economic and military support. The split in the international community helped the regime hang on. Kofi Annan, for a year the UN special envoy to the crisis in Syria, asked upon resigning, “Is ours an international community that will act in defence of the most vulnerable of our world and make the necessary sacrifices to help?”13 For now, at least, the answer is no. As a result, the phrase “international community” is in this realm, as in others, more aspiration than reality; the gap between global challenges and effective international arrangements is all too real.

None of this is meant as a call for despair or to make the case for unilateralism. But multilateralism will necessarily need to become more varied. On occasion it will take what might be described as the classic form: formal and universal, as represented by the United Nations. But this will be the exception, given how difficult it will be to gain consensus among the 193 countries of the General Assembly or even among all of the major powers. We are more likely to see narrower pacts; in the trade sphere, for example, there will be a growing number of regional and bilateral alternatives to a new global accord. Or in the climate realm, if, as seems virtually certain, a global carbon tax or global permit system remains impossible to negotiate, one can imagine “mini-agreements” that would set minimum common standards for vehicle fuel efficiency or slow the deforestation that accounts for as much as one-fifth of the problem. More broadly, we can anticipate seeing more regional undertakings, limited groupings determined by capacity (the G-20), relevance (the six-party mechanism designed to deal with North Korea), outlook (the Proliferation Security Initiative), coalitions of the willing, or simply agreements between countries to do their best to steer their domestic policy in a specified area in a specified direction. Such “informalism” has been seen in the financial realm in the aftermath of the crisis of 2008. All of these alternatives to the “classic” multilateralism place a premium on intellectual creativity and diplomatic skill.

Shortfalls in global arrangements can be offset at the regional level, but only up to a point. Regional organizations tend to be most significant in the economic realm; this is certainly the case in Europe and Asia. But they tend to fall short in the diplomatic and security realms, usually because consensus is absent and capacity is lacking. Regional bodies in the Middle East, South Asia, Latin America, and Africa have proven mostly ineffectual. The “regional gap” is most significant in Asia, the locale of many of the world’s most powerful and dynamic countries. China, Japan, South Korea, and Russia have yet to do away with disagreements dating back to the Second World War. The Korean peninsula remains divided, a vestige of the Cold War, while the region’s most populous countries, China and India, still struggle with border disagreements and a more basic competition based on mutual suspicion. China and several of its neighbors have staked out competing claims to the South China Sea, and China and Japan squared off in the fall of 2012 over the fate of some small, uninhabited islands—the Senkakus in Japan, the Diaoyus in China—that the two countries could not even agree what to call. The obvious danger is that all this competition and dynamism spills over, leading to a twenty-first-century Asia that resembles nothing so much as early twentieth-century Europe.

What is obvious is that the gap is large between what the world requires to be safe and prosperous and what exists, reflecting a lack of intellectual creativity, institutional capacity, and political consensus. The existence of such a global gap increases the odds that the balance between forces promoting order and disorder in the world could tip toward the latter, resulting in military conflicts, the spread and ultimately use of nuclear weapons, terrorism on a grand scale, catastrophic climate change, obstacles to trade and financial and investment flows, rampant cyber and other forms of crime, and pandemics, in turn providing great potential for a substantial loss in safety, prosperity, and freedom. Narrowing the gap will be difficult; it will not simply happen. Again, the United States has more capacity and experience of leading collective efforts to deal with common challenges than has anyone else. The question going forward is not simply whether the United States will find partners, but whether it will be able and willing to play its traditional role.


Reason for Optimism

The most important and overlooked feature of the contemporary world is that great power conflict is highly unlikely for the foreseeable future. Great power suspicion and competition and rivalry have not disappeared and will not, but neither are they likely to spill over into conflict, much less all-out war. This is worth emphasizing because more than anything else, it distinguishes the first half of this century from virtually all of the century that preceded it. The twentieth century was defined by two world wars and a cold war that mercifully stayed that way; the twenty-first century is starting out and promises to remain for some time something qualitatively different.

This difference brings with it important benefits. The first and most obvious is what is being avoided: namely, some of the costs of preparing for great power war and all of the human, economic, and military costs of fighting one. This is not to suggest, as quite a few observers have done, that war between countries (as opposed to within, which is all too common) is largely or entirely thing of the past because of interdependence, economic pressures, the destructiveness of modern weapons, and widespread changes in thinking.1 Alas, wars between states are all too imaginable, whether out of design, recklessness, or miscalculation. But the possibility of war in the foreseeable future does not seem to include anything on the scale of the twentieth century’s major conflicts. Nonpolarity need not be equated with chaos.

And so the United States and other leading countries can concentrate on dealing with challenges posed by lesser but still dangerous countries; the threats posed by terrorist groups, drug cartels, and pirates; and the challenges posed by various manifestations of globalization, from pandemic disease to climate change. What is more, it is entirely possible that on occasion the major powers will cooperate in meeting these challenges. China, for example, is something of a limited partner with the United States in reining in some of the worst aspects of North Korean behavior. Both China and Russia work with the United States against terrorism. Also, China and the Soviet Union did not prevent (and on occasion supported) the US and international effort in frustrating and ultimately reversing the 1990 Iraqi invasion and occupation of Kuwait. There was considerable international support for the humanitarian intervention in Libya in 2011. Cooperation in the trade realm is fairly extensive.

None of this could be assumed to occur. There were reasons (often cited by international relations theorists of the realist school) for forecasting as inevitable the end of what was often described as American unipolarity.2 Great powers, when they act as great powers are wont to do, stimulate competition from others that fear or resent them. This was the history of the seventeenth through twentieth centuries, the era of the modern states system. But while anti-Americanism is identifiable, no great power rival or set of rivals has emerged, or appears likely to emerge over the next decade or two, to challenge the United States.

It is worth focusing on this departure from history. One explanation stems from American strength and the disparity between American power and that of anyone else. The gap in quality and quantity of advanced armaments is so great that it would be unrealistic and self-defeating for China or Russia or any country to take on the United States in the conventional, classic military realm. Nuclear weapons introduce an additional factor that favors caution and restraint; there are few if any differences that warrant all-out war.

To be sure, over the next few decades, China is likely to possess a GDP comparable to and, at one point, greater than that of the United States. But much of that wealth will necessarily be absorbed by providing for China’s enormous and, in many cases, still impoverished population, and will not be as available as it otherwise might to fund military development or external undertakings. The same is even more so for India. The EU already possesses a GDP of comparable scale to that of the United States, but the EU does not act in the concerted fashion of a nation-state. Nor is it able or inclined to act in the assertive fashion of historic great powers. Contemporary Japan, for its part, lacks the political culture to play this role. Russia may be more inclined, but its power is limited to nuclear weapons and energy resources. It has little useable military power and is saddled by a declining population and internal challenges to its cohesion. None has the power to overthrow the existing international order.

But the fact that classic great power rivalry has not come to pass, and is unlikely to any time soon, also reflects the truth that the United States has not acted in a way that has stimulated such a response. Yes, doubts about the wisdom and legitimacy of US foreign policy are pervasive, but this tends to lead more to denunciations and head-shaking and to an absence of cooperation than to outright resistance. The world’s most powerful countries may not always agree with the United States, but only sometimes do they see America as implacably hostile or as an impediment to their core objectives. In addition, each is to a significant extent preoccupied with its own domestic economic, social, and political challenges. Each has a stake in cooperating to at least some degree on dealing with shared regional and global challenges. What the United States does and seeks to accomplish in the world may not always be welcomed or supported by others, but neither is it normally viewed as a threat to their core or vital national interests. This view reflects a reaction to both what the United States does in the world and how it does it.

And finally, more than ever, the major powers are dependent on the international system for their own economic welfare and political stability and are thus disinclined to attempt to disrupt an order that serves their national purposes. They rely on cross-border flows of goods, services, people, energy, investment, and technology—all of which deeply involves the United States. Interdependence in the modern world is a bulwark (although not a guarantee) against major power competition and conflict. China and the other major and rising powers of the world seek less to overthrow the existing international order than to join it or something resembling it. US relations with the principal new powers of this era (such as Brazil, India, Vietnam, Indonesia, and South Africa) are for the most part good—or at least good enough. They are more interested in integration, even if on somewhat revised terms, than in revolution.

There are also some grounds for optimism at the regional level. Europe, as already discussed, is at peace, its major countries stable and reconciled. Asia has been relatively stable, despite a level of economic dynamism that has historically proved disruptive, some heavy-handed Chinese diplomacy, and the absence of extensive regional arrangements comparable to those that exist in Europe. Latin America is mostly characterized by economic growth, open societies, and peace. Mexico, despite the problems linked to drugs, is thriving economically and democratic politically. Brazil, Colombia, and Chile are impressive by many yardsticks. There are, of course, exceptions, but Cuba, Venezuela, Nicaragua, and a few other countries are just that, exceptions. Africa resists generalization, but a good many countries there are enjoying considerable stability, robust economic growth, and greater political accountability. Again, there are exceptions (including Sudan, Zimbabwe, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, and possibly Nigeria), but the overall pattern is fairly good and certainly better than almost anyone would have predicted a decade ago.


Reason for Worry

We are not about to enter a Kantian period of perpetual peace. Conflicts between various powers cannot be ruled out, either by design (say, over territory, resources, or changes in political status) or by accident. But conflicts on a large scale are unlikely, mostly because of the direct and indirect costs that would accrue to all. Far more likely, however, will be threats to peace and stability caused by the ambitions of select medium-size states, such as North Korea and Iran, that are willing and able to use force to achieve their ambitions, be they regime survival or regional influence or both, and by the consequences of weak states.

North Korea is the most militarized, unfree, and closed-off country on the planet. It also has a handful of nuclear weapons and is developing long-range missiles to carry them. North Korea poses multiple threats to the region and the world in addition to the physical threat it poses to its own citizens, millions of whom have died because of malnutrition. One threat is the direct military threat to South Korea. North Korea could try, as it did in 1950, to unify the peninsula by force, possibly because it feared that the passage of time was working against its interests, given the South’s much higher rate of growth. Or the North could once again undertake a small attack (possibly in an effort to shore up the political position of its leadership) that could lead to an exchange that escalated into an all-out conflict. A related scenario could be triggered more by the economic and political collapse of the North than by provocation: Refugees could start to flee in large numbers toward the border with South. The pressure for the United States to intervene militarily under any of these scenarios would be great, given both the stakes and US treaty obligations.

Iran is, in some ways, an even more dangerous and difficult threat to contend with, in part because there is no equivalent of a China prepared to exercise even a modicum of influence over it.1 Iran is an imperial power on a regional scale. Through the use of proxies, subsidies, ideology, and violence, it has acquired significant influence throughout the greater Middle East—and significant ability to undermine stability and help shape politics in a number of countries, including Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Afghanistan, Bahrain, Syria, and Lebanon.

The most pressing challenge, however, stems from Iran’s effort to put into place many of the elements of a nuclear weapons program. It is impossible at this point to know whether Iran’s leadership has decided to acquire nuclear weapons or to “park” its program just short of that in the hopes it would then be in a position to derive the lion’s share of the benefits of possessing such weapons and avoid most of the risks and costs. Either way, a nuclear or near-nuclear Iran with either an actual or “threshold” nuclear weapons capability would pose a major national security challenge to a range of US interests. It would constitute a threat to Israel and make Iran all the more likely to press to shape the region in its anti-American image. In addition, Iran might be tempted to transfer nuclear weapons or materials to groups such as Hezbollah. And an Iran armed with nuclear weapons, or close to it, might stimulate other countries in the vicinity to follow suit, thereby creating a situation of enormous instability and potential destructiveness.

The United States, together with a handful of other countries, has sought to frustrate Iran’s progress both directly (e.g., through clandestine efforts to introduce computer viruses that play havoc with centrifuges) and indirectly (using sanctions that raise the economic costs of proceeding with the program). Against this backdrop, negotiations have started that seek to produce an outcome that is enough for Iran’s leaders to accept and not too much for the United States, Israel, and others; it is not at all certain such an outcome can be negotiated.

It is hardly surprising that a great deal of attention is being devoted to the likely direct and indirect consequences of a preventive military strike on Iran’s nuclear facilities by the United States, Israel, or both. What is unknown is exactly what such a strike would accomplish in the way of delaying the emergence of an Iranian nuclear weapons program; also unknowable is how Iran would retaliate and with what effect on the stability of neighboring states or on a world economy so dependent on Middle East energy. The danger, of course, is that Iran would retaliate against shipping or other producers, in the process causing an increase in world oil prices that could push much of the world back into recession. Iran would also likely work to rebuild its nuclear program, quite possibly without many of the sanctions or inspections now in place. The regime might also end up stronger as there could well be a “rally around the flag” effect at home; the region, already experiencing considerable turbulence, might become that much more politically unstable.

The alternative would be to live with an Iranian weapon or near-weapon. The United States could make clear to Iran’s leaders the enormous price they and their country would pay for the use, a threat to use, or transfer of a nuclear weapon to others. The United States could also extend security guarantees to Iran’s neighbors, thereby reducing their incentive to develop or acquire nuclear weapons of their own. Missile defense in the region could be increased. And the United States could increase economic sanctions and try through a variety of mechanisms to foster a change in regime; the same weapons in the hands of more moderate individuals would not constitute the same alarm. One problem is that none of us can be certain that this Iranian regime in possession of nuclear weapons would prove to be rational and responsible; another is that regime change is far easier to hope for than bring about.

Choosing between launching a preventive strike or living with an Iranian nuclear weapons capability would obviously be a fateful choice for any American president and his advisers; that said, they might not have the option to choose were Israel to take matters into its own hands and launch a preventive strike of its own. Israel, given the unique history of the Jewish people and its concentrated population, along with verbal threats to annihilate Israel emanating from Iran’s leadership, is highly reluctant to trust its security to deterrence; for understandable reasons, the phrase “mutually assured destruction” does not translate easily into Hebrew. Were Israel to act, the United States would want to do all it could to limit Iran’s reaction, making it clear it would pay a far higher price if it acted in a manner that drew the United States into the conflict.

A different set of problems stems from weak states: those unable to meet their responsibilities to fellow states and to their own citizens and that as a result pose a threat to both.

One way of demonstrating weakness is through an inability to assert sovereign control over national territory. Where states cannot do this, terrorists, drug cartels, pirates, and other criminal enterprises can thrive. This is different than a government’s choosing to associate itself with such enterprises, something that makes it and its country an outlaw state. Afghanistan before and at the time of 9/11 was an outlaw state in that the Taliban leadership of the day elected to provide al-Qaeda with sanctuary and other support. This is different from Afghanistan today, which is more of a weak state, one that simply lacks the means to make sure its territory is not used by terrorists. This is a distinction with a difference, although state failure to meet its obligations can provide a justification for intervention in one form or another, even if the failure stems from a lack of capacity rather than policy.

As for how weak states can also pose threats to others, take Pakistan. It is possible to debate whether Pakistan is best understood as an outlaw state or a weak one; in reality, it is both. Its association with terrorism reflects both weakness and choice. Pakistan’s government lacks the capacity to deny terrorists any use of its territory, but it is also true that elements of Pakistan’s security establishment either support what select terrorists are doing or look the other way. What makes this all the more disconcerting is that Pakistan possesses a sizable and growing arsenal of nuclear weapons, now estimated to number more than one hundred. As a result, it constitutes one of the greatest threats to stability and safety in the world. US policy should continue to adjust accordingly; all assistance should be made strictly conditional on Pakistani behavior, and where necessary (as was the case in the raid that killed Osama bin Laden) the United States should act independently, even at the risk of introducing further strain into an increasingly strained relationship.

Weak states can also cause damage in other realms. Indonesia and Brazil are not always in a position to prevent the deforestation of significant areas of their respective countries, thereby exacerbating climate change. Indonesia and other states cannot police rural areas adequately to maintain health standards, the result being the emergence of exotic and dangerous forms of influenza in farm animals that are carried through them to the human population. Today’s global world is unlike the advertised Las Vegas: What happens anywhere does not stay there. It is only a matter of time (and often not a lot of it) before the consequences of weakness in the most remote areas become global.

The best option for the United States is prevention, to either keep a weak state from getting weaker or to shore up a state that is already weak. This involves providing economic aid to deal with pressing humanitarian needs and to promote sustainable development through extending support to governments willing to adopt the political, economic, and social policies known to attract investment and generate economic growth. It may also require training, advising, and arming national or local police forces to deal with internal challenges to stability and the country’s army or coast guard to deal with external threats. The United States may need to carry out certain security-related functions itself, especially if the threats are developed. If this all sounds like nation-building lite, absent the large military footprint, it is because it is. But it is just this modesty of effort on the part of the United States that makes such undertakings affordable and in line with expected benefits.


The Middle East Morass

US interests in the Middle East are greater than American influence there. That, in a nutshell, is the current predicament of the United States. What adds to it is the region’s continuing turmoil. The Middle East is akin to a geological region beset by multiple fault lines, defined by frequent wars, seemingly insoluble conflicts, the potential spread of nuclear materials, terrorism, weak regional institutions, and limited political legitimacy and hence stability within many of its countries.

Politically speaking, the Middle East is the least successful region of the world. It is a patchwork quilt of top-heavy monarchies, authoritarian regimes trying to hang on, sectarian strife, unresolved conflicts between and among states, regional rivalries, and nationalities that cross and contest boundaries.

The old order in the Middle East, one largely built on authoritarian regimes often willing to work with the United States on behalf of one or more regional interests, is either gone or shaken. Change is taking place rapidly. The emerging Middle East is a region of governments of uncertain orientation and limited capacities. There are few boundaries between the religious and the political; to the contrary, dominant political parties and movements are to one degree or another promoting an Islamic agenda.

What can and should the United States do? Washington needs to be mindful that the alternatives to a flawed authoritarian regime can be worse. Democracy is no panacea, and democracies in the Middle East are certain to be anything but mature democracies for decades to come, if ever. Immature democracies with at most limited checks on consolidated power and weak traditions of compromise have a history of treating both their own people and their neighbors badly.1 As a rule, it is preferable to promote evolutionary political change over the revolutionary; where this is impossible, the US approach to new regimes that emerge should be highly conditional. Assistance and support for international loans should be linked in part to how governments act at home and abroad; diplomatic presence should depend upon governments meeting their obligation to provide security. Where governments are unwilling or unable to fulfill their international obligations (e.g., against terrorists), the United States should work with them to develop such capacities but also reserve the right to act independently if need be. Highly conditional, at times transactional relationships will fast become the norm throughout the region for the United States.

What makes all this so relevant and disconcerting is that the region’s turmoil has the potential to affect not just the peoples and countries of the Middle East but, owing to globalization, the entire world. One critical interest is energy—the region possesses more than half the world’s known oil and produces more than a third of global output. Although US imports and consumption of Middle East oil are relatively modest—the United States gets only 20 percent of its oil imports and 10 percent of the oil it consumes from the region—Middle East production is central to the global oil market and global economy on which the United States depends. In addition, the region produces and is home to many of the world’s most dangerous terrorists. Nuclear proliferation and the threat posed by Iran’s ambitions are other vital concerns, as is Israel’s security.

For decades, much of the world’s interest in the region centered on the conflict between Israel and its neighbors. It was widely believed that progress in this context was central to the region’s future. It was a belief that was exaggerated. Anger and frustration over the absence of a Palestinian state did not trigger the upheavals in the Arab world. Nor was it central to 9/11, Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait, or the increase in Sunni-Shia and Arab-Iranian tensions. Don’t get me wrong: There is a strong case to be made for the creation of a capable, responsible Palestinian state, in part because it would bolster Israel’s ability to remain secure, prosperous, democratic, and Jewish, and also because it would bolster America’s standing in the region and much of the world. But achieving peace will not be easy no matter what the American diplomatic effort; what is more, resolving the Palestinian issue and bringing about peace with Israel would not resolve the region’s many ills even if peace were somehow to come about.

In fact, what modest progress that has been realized over the past four decades through the Middle East peace process is not assured to survive the still-to-be-determined political futures of Egypt and Syria. Also unpredictable is the future orientation and leadership of traditional monarchies, including Jordan, one of the two Arab countries to have entered into a formal peace agreement with Israel. The same holds for the political balance between more moderate, secular Palestinians who dominate the West Bank and the more radical Hamas, which controls Gaza, and the political landscape inside Israel.

It is much too soon to conclude that recent political developments in the region will change much or possibly any of this favorably; indeed, the era of peacemaking between leaders is over. Peace must henceforth be supported by the masses and by elected politicians loyal to parties and populations heavily influenced by religion. This may make any peace accord sturdier once it is in place—but it will also make it much more difficult to arrive at peace in the first instance. But peace (and certainly a lasting peace) is not something that can be imposed. For peace to have a chance, national leaders must be able and willing to take political risks and compromise, traits not in abundance in this region or likely to be any time soon.


The Consequences of History’s Return

Many of the predictions that greeted the end of the Cold War proved to be both overly optimistic and short-lived. But to say that history has returned is not to argue that history as we knew it has returned. Some important things are different: the unprecedented distribution of power in the world; the reality of globalization, along with a large gap between the forces it has unleashed and the arrangements meant to manage them; a significant and growing degree of interdependence; and the widespread availability of modern information and communications technology.

Great power competition and conflict will not be the primary source of turmoil in the next few decades. This is not to say there won’t be flare-ups or even that armed conflict is inconceivable. But for now, this is a world mostly ready to live with American primacy. None of the major powers has as yet the capacity or inclination to challenge America’s lead. The major powers also benefit from external order and the economic interactions it allows, something that tends to introduce a degree of caution into their foreign policies. Instead, the principal challenges to world order come from the gap between globalization’s challenges and the arrangements meant to deal with them, a dynamic Asia whose economic success is threatened by growing nationalism, a turbulent and violent Middle East, select medium-size powers that reject the status quo, and weak states that are unable or unwilling to meet their basic obligations to their own citizens and their neighbors.

We are also entering a period in which the nature of global alignments will be much more volatile and fluid than they were, say, during the Cold War. The alliance systems that provided the foundation for much of what went on—NATO and the Warsaw Pact—were built around predictable threats, likely scenarios, and specific obligations. But precisely these characteristics are in short supply in a world of shifting threats, differing perceptions, and societies with widely divergent readiness to maintain and use military force. Unpredictability will make alliances far more difficult to depend on; much more likely is episodic cooperation among select allies. For better and for worse, relationships are about to become much more à la carte than anything blanket.

This is not all bad; fewer countries will prove to be reflexive or sworn adversaries. What President Obama said in response to a question in September 2012 about Egypt’s new government—“I don’t think that we would consider them an ally, but we don’t consider them an enemy”—could just as easily be said about a good many other countries.1 There is a potential for cooperation on a limited, selective basis. Countries will be partners on some issues, opponents on some, and bystanders on still others. We are already seeing cooperation (albeit limited) between the United States and both China and Russia, when it comes to the Iranian and North Korean nuclear programs. Adversaries may be able to cooperate on other global issues, ranging from counterterrorism and trade to climate change and disease; for example, even the United States and Iran cooperated for a time in Afghanistan and the United States and Cuba have worked together on combatting illegal drugs. But we should not kid ourselves: Such cooperation with adversaries will be the exception. All things being equal, greater unpredictability in the world will make designing and conducting foreign policy more difficult.

Lord Palmerston’s dictum—Nations have no permanent friends nor permanent enemies, only permanent interests—is likely to find a new lease on life two centuries after it was first pronounced. The challenge for diplomacy will be to enlist cooperation that is both broad and deep—and to insulate relationships so that inevitable disagreements and disappointments do not spill over and make cooperation impossible when it should not be. The twenty-first century promises to be a demanding environment in which to make policy. Indeed, the premium on a smart and nimble foreign policy has arguably never been greater.


Part II

Restoration Abroad
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The message of this book is that the United States, while in a unique position to do some valuable things in the world, cannot do everything. It certainly cannot continue doing the same things in the same way either at home or abroad. What is needed is nothing less than a new approach to both domestic and foreign policy; changing just one would be desirable but insufficient. The stakes could hardly be greater: the nature of the twenty-first century and the prosperity and security of the United States. What is more, the two are intimately intertwined: Americans will not enjoy the standard of living or quality of life they aspire to at home amid chaos abroad—and the United States will not be in a position to limit chaos abroad unless it rebuilds the foundations of its strength at home.

The world is likely to provide an opportunity to do just this. As the first half of this book made clear, there is no existing threat on the order of a Nazi Germany or a Soviet Union; in other words, a country or group of countries with the capacity and ideology to confront the United States. Nor is there likely to be one for some time. Whatever challenges and threats exist (and they surely do exist) tend to be either structural—a lack of machinery and cooperation to meet the problems intrinsic to globalization—or, in one way or another, limited in their impact, including North Korea, Iran, and any number of weak states, such as Pakistan. Nothing rises to the level of existential, although terrorism involving nuclear material and weapons has the potential to come uncomfortably close to that threshold. The odds are good that the challenges (or their consequences) can be managed or contained even if the basic problem cannot be resolved or eliminated.

This is not an invitation for the United States to do nothing in or about the world, but it is an opportunity that allows this country to be more selective in what it does (and how it does it) overseas and to focus more attention and resources on what it is doing at home. The objective must be to take advantage of the opportunity—think of it as a strategic respite—to restore the foundations of American power, including the economy, schools, infrastructure, and so on. The goal is to increase the number of Americans who can hold their own in an increasingly competitive global marketplace, shore up the economic and physical resilience of the country, and ensure that sufficient resources are available so that the United States can do what it wants and needs to do both at home and abroad.

What should define and guide American foreign policy in such a setting? It is not a new question; to the contrary, it has been with us for a generation, ever since the end of the Cold War and the demise of containment, the doctrine that made the case for pushing back against the spread of Soviet power and influence. Containment could not survive its own success—in the end, the United States and its allies not only resisted Soviet expansion but helped bring about the unraveling of both the Soviet empire and the Soviet Union itself—but as a foreign policy doctrine it is, at best, of marginal relevance to the post–Cold War world. Absent the emergence of an overarching threat, what is needed is a doctrine that helps determine what it is the United States favors, as much as what it opposes.1

Multilateralism—collective, coordinated action by states and sometimes others—is sometimes put forward as a doctrine, but in reality is more a means for implementing whatever foreign policy is ultimately embraced. Doctrines are about objectives, the purposes of policy. Multilateralism is not an end in itself, so much as a means. It is about execution, no more and no less.

This does not make multilateralism unimportant. It is anything but, if only because implementation accounts for a lot in life. At a minimum, multilateralism offers up a mechanism for burden-sharing, a way by which the United States can distribute among others the costs of a particular course of action. Second, multilateralism is often an essential element of a policy, in that global problems tend to require broad-based responses. Even a few outliers can undermine a sanction designed to thwart nuclear proliferation or an international agreement meant to promote trade, slow climate change, or stem the spread of disease. Third, multilateralism can increase the willingness of other governments and peoples to accept a policy; it can add to the legitimacy of what is being done. The United States does not need the world’s permission to act, but it does often need the world’s support to succeed.

In principle, one could live with having no foreign policy doctrine, either because it is too hard to come up with one that fits the realities of the world or because a doctrine may be viewed as more of a luxury than a necessity. It is also fair to say that no framework can be expected to provide guidance to every foreign policy choice; even containment was unable to do this. Nevertheless, a foreign policy doctrine serves useful purposes. It can provide overall policy direction and help establish priorities. Doctrine can help shape, size, and steer the allocation of resources. And a doctrine can send useful signals to allies and adversaries, and to the public and Congress. For the pressed policymaker, the intellectual framework provided by a doctrine is far preferable to improvisation.


Doctrines and Democracy

The promotion of democracy is a perennial choice of many across the political spectrum when it comes to selecting a foreign policy compass. For a century, Democratic and Republican administrations alike have, to varying degrees, embraced the spread of democracy as a foreign policy objective. It is consistent with American values and a necessary precondition of the democratic peace, the idea that mature democracies treat not only their own citizens better but their neighbors as well. Democracies also tend to be more resilient than alternatives; they may suffer from all sorts of uncertainties, but are much less prone to revolutionary changes than are more brittle authoritarian or totalitarian systems.1

Democracy promotion is something different and more fundamental than the promotion of human rights, which for decades during the Cold War was a staple of American foreign policy, in particular during the administrations of Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan. The spread of democracy was central to the foreign policy of George W. Bush, both rhetorically—his second inaugural stated that “America’s vital interests and our deepest beliefs are now one”—and actually: The Iraq war was launched in part to create a democratic Iraq, something that was predicted to be a model the rest of the region would be unable to resist. Democracy promotion also occupies a conspicuous if inconsistent space in the foreign policy of Barack Obama, as evidenced most in his approach to the Middle East.

There are, however, several problems with a foreign policy that places a priority on spreading democracy. One is the reality that it can be difficult; there is no cookbook with recipes to use. As we are seeing in the Middle East, it is one thing to oust authoritarian regimes, something very different and more difficult to replace them with something demonstrably and enduringly better. Such phrases as “democratic revolution” and “Arab Spring” and “getting on the right side of history” are widely employed, but what is unfolding is anything but certain to lead to genuine democracies or peace or even political outcomes better than what existed. Iraq and Afghanistan are both cautionary tales here as well. It is not just that the costs of occupation and nation-building are too great to be a template for what the United States might do elsewhere, it is also that even with a decade of American occupation and nation-building, not all that much in the way of democratic institutions (not to mention viable societies) exists in these countries. There is also the real-world complication of the need to work with nondemocracies to achieve other pressing foreign policy goals. Active promotion of democracy can get in the way of cooperation on other matters, ranging from counterterrorism and conflict resolution to thwarting proliferation and financing deficits. Relations with Russia and China are obviously examples of just this.

It has become commonplace in recent years to suggest that the United States erred in the Middle East by not doing more to promote democratic reform. Most famous was the criticism made in Cairo in 2005 by Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice: “For sixty years, the United States pursued stability at the expense of democracy in the Middle East—and we achieved neither.”2 But this criticism needs to be tempered. First, the United States enjoyed (and in certain cases continues to enjoy) decades of cooperation with nondemocratic governments in the Middle East. There are good results to show for these relationships, including meaningful progress toward peace between Israel and several of its neighbors, regular access to plentiful amounts of oil and gas, and concerted efforts against acts of cross-border aggression and terrorism. Sure, it would have been preferable to have had all that and democratic reform, too, but it simply wasn’t in the cards. It is more than a little difficult to persuade governments to cooperate on issues that matter to you at the same time you are perceived as working to undermine them. Indeed, when it comes to the Middle East, promoting democratic reform qualifies as an interest of the United States, but hardly the only one. The United States also wants to frustrate the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, ensure Israeli security, promote progress toward peace between Israel and its neighbors, create an environment in which fewer young men and women become terrorists and that those who do cannot operate freely, and assure ample oil and gas production and the ability to export it.

Experience also demonstrates that it is easier to press for democracy than bring it about. I know firsthand from my time in the White House and State Department that numerous American officials (myself included) tried it with Egypt. We made some progress on the economic side, (e.g., in persuading the government to open up the country to foreign investment) but little on the political, as Hosni Mubarak resisted what he saw as well-intentioned but naive calls for change. Reform can rarely be forced or imposed on an unwilling friend; indeed, it is often more difficult to pressure friends and allies than adversaries. (One exception to this rule may have been Iran under Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, where the United States had the leverage to press for political and economic reforms and held off until it was too late. But such situations, where the friend needs the United States incomparably more than Washington needs them, tend to be rare.) Sanctions or threatening to distance ourselves from Mubarak’s Egypt by cutting off military and economic aid was not a real option, due to the US stake in Egyptian-Israeli peace, shared opposition to the threats posed by Saddam Hussein’s Iraq and revolutionary Iran, and counterterrorism cooperation. Distancing ourselves from the anything but democratic or tolerant Saudi Arabia was and is not viable, due to world dependence on Saudi oil production and exports or, in the past, the priority given to cooperation against the Soviet Union in Afghanistan.

This is not an argument for going to the other extreme and remaining silent on matters of political reform. But US officials, before pushing for improved respect for human rights or more fundamental political change, need to assess the potential for such change given local realities, the policy instruments available, and the indirect and direct costs that would accrue to the United States for trying, including this country’s reputation for reliability and loyalty to its friends. It makes little sense to make a big push for reform if the prospects are poor and the United States would pay an enormous price in the process; in other circumstances, however, there may be opportunity to effect desirable change at little expense. A common, consistent policy is not in the cards.

More specifically, US officials should normally speak truth to power in private, making the case for the sort of responsible reform that history has proven enhances political stability and promotes economic growth. There may be occasion for reiterating criticism in public, but this should be done only if it is likely to make the situation better rather than simply make officials feel better. The United States should provide financial and other support to civil society groups, offer political support to courageous individuals who stand up to a regime’s worst elements, and monitor elections. If relevant, economic assistance should be offered to the government in question as an incentive and revoked (or threatened to be revoked) if there is reason to believe that doing so would have the desired effect. It is obviously the sovereign right of other governments and countries to design and carry out their own political and economic arrangements. But it is no less the sovereign right of the United States to offer or withhold economic aid, to support or oppose the extension of financial assistance from international institutions, or to put forward or withhold incentives and guarantees for investment. Conditionalism, rather than blank checks, ought to guide what the US government is prepared to do.

It needs to be emphasized, too, that democracy is about more than elections and that elections are about more than what happens on election day. The run-up to elections—the willingness to allow the political opposition equal access to influential media and to organize—can be more important. Indeed, what matters most in a democracy is a willingness to lose elections, not have them. Democracy also needs to be about much more than majority rule; it needs to be equally protective of minority rights. Constitutionalism, along with real checks and balances, be it among the branches of government or between government and society, is vital, as is the development of a truly independent civil society. The United States did itself no favor by pressing as hard and as early as it did for elections in Gaza; premature elections, in this instance bringing to power an armed, intolerant, and illiberal force such as Hamas, can work against the cause of both democracy and peace.

Some final points. No single path or pace or sequence (including the relationship between political and economic reform) defines what makes for a true democracy or an acceptable political outcome. As is the case with driving, speed can be dangerous. More generally, the ideal can all too easily become the enemy of the possible and the good. Second, the United States may want to accept a political role for military leaders during times of political transition. The army is often the most professional and respected institution in developing countries, one with a good deal of public support. Third, Americans need to be hard-headed and keep in mind the Hippocratic oath of doing no harm. The alternative to a less than democratic but friendly government can be a less than democratic but hostile government. Iran under the shah versus Iran under the ayatollahs comes to mind here. Hopefully, Egypt will not come to be an additional example. The United States may soon have to decide how to react to internal challenges to such long-term friends as the leaders of Jordan, Bahrain, Morocco, and, eventually, Saudi Arabia. One can only hope that abstractions and optimism do not overwhelm assessments of national interests and realities and that policymakers hold opposition leaders and movements to the same standards used for governments. Last, US officials need to keep in mind that Western-style democracy, with its separation of powers and checks and balances, divide between church and state, and protection of individual liberties and minority rights, may not be universal in its appeal or reach. This is not to demonstrate “the soft bigotry of low expectations” so much as to acknowledge the power of local culture, tradition, and history.


Saving Lives

Humanitarianism is another contender for what should most guide US efforts around the world, one that dominated much of the efforts of the Clinton administration (in Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo) and more recently led to American support for and participation in the intervention in Libya. The same issue was at the core of the subsequent debate about Syria.

The appeal of humanitarianism is obvious: to save innocent life. Alas, there is no shortage of situations calling out for such intervention. But therein also lies part of the problem with humanitarianism: its almost unlimited call on American resources at a time when US economic and military resources are strained. Moreover, addressing the root causes of humanitarian crises can require long-term capacity or nation-building, an even more demanding and expensive proposition. In many instances, vital US interests are nowhere to be found. Also, humanitarianism provides no guidance to what the United States should be prepared to do in a host of other situations in which US interests may be vital or where a problem or crisis may be political, economic, or strategic rather than humanitarian in nature. In the end, it is too narrow and too divorced from strategic interests to serve as a foreign policy doctrine.

Still, what to do when humanitarian crises emerge is an unavoidable issue. It helps to have a template, a set of questions, which would inform any decision as to whether, as well as how, to get involved in an actual or potential humanitarian crisis. The United States should be wary of armed humanitarian interventions except in those circumstances where the threat is both large and not in doubt, the potential victims have requested help, the opposition (and alternative) to the government is judged to be both viable and committed to objectives deemed acceptable to this country, there is substantial international support and participation in the mission, there is a high likelihood of success at a limited cost, and other policies are judged to be inadequate. There also needs to be an assessment of competing claims on US resources and the greater context; that is, whether it is necessary to keep one’s powder dry for other pressing contingencies. With these stringent criteria, the scales will more often than not tilt against direct military intervention.

Libya met some but not all of these tests. There were indigenous requests for help, and regional and international support for doing something. Libya looked to be a decent bet: It was a country of low population density and with relatively weak pro-government forces. But it was not clear that Mu’ammar Gadhafi was going to make good on his verbal threats against those who had taken up arms against him. The United States had at most a limited stake in the country’s future. Also uncertain was the orientation of the opposition. And there may have been the unexpected cost of reinforcing the perceived value of nuclear weapons, as other rulers might well conclude that the Libyan regime (like Saddam’s before it) made itself vulnerable to Western military intervention when it abandoned its nuclear program. Although the limited intervention by several European countries and the United States succeeded in ousting a repressive and at times violent regime, the killing of the American ambassador in Benghazi in September 2012 suggests it is premature to have confidence in Libya’s future or to assess the full consequences of the intervention, including the spreading of arms from Libya to other African countries.1

The Syrian case is even more complex. The human tragedy is great; many tens of thousands of men, women, and children have lost their lives. Additionally, a strategic case can be made for ousting a government so close to Iran. But the Syrian opposition is divided and to an unknown extent embraces an agenda the United States cannot support. Regional and international opposition to intervening on behalf of antigovernment forces is considerable. This reality, along with the strength of government forces and the sectarian nature of Syrian society, guarantees that any intervention would have to be large scale and prolonged to have any prospect of succeeding. It would be hard to justify undertaking so potentially costly an intervention at a time when the United States needs to be ready for a possible conflict with Iran, maintain greater presence in the Asia-Pacific, and reduce the deficit.

To raise such questions is not to argue for turning one’s back on human suffering, be it from natural causes or man-made. This country should not, for reasons of principle and calculation alike. The American reputation for morality and leadership alike suffers when the US government chooses to stand by rather than act amid images of atrocities. But humanitarian intervention should not be equated with or limited to direct military intervention; in particular, intervention with ground forces. A host of potential responses may prove a viable alternative, including economic and political sanctions against offending governments, provision of nonlethal and lethal aid to oppositionists, covert action, and diplomatic initiatives. In the direct military realm, there is a full menu ranging from providing advisers and trainers or establishing and enforcing no-fly and no-drive zones to providing air support of select local forces or introducing “boots on the ground.” There are also more narrow humanitarian options, such as establishing and protecting safe-havens for refugees or internally displaced persons, when the aim is simply to keep people alive rather than alter the political or military context. Any number of these could have had a positive effect in both Libya and Syria.

Efforts to come up with a consistent policy for humanitarian crises are doomed to fail and misguided, because of the multiple criteria that need to guide the reaction to a given situation. The international community has enshrined the “Responsibility to Protect” (R2P) as an obligation of all states to fulfill on behalf of threatened peoples everywhere. But a one-size-fits-all-situations standard is impractical and ill-advised. This reality argues for revisiting the entire concept, as protection may be too high a bar in particular circumstances. The United States would be better served by adopting a “Responsibility to Respond”—R2R, if you will—but this would be something fundamentally different in concept and application alike. Reaction could take the form of actions against the government or on behalf of those being threatened or killed, but depending on circumstances, the response could and sometimes would amount to less than full protection. Here and elsewhere in foreign policy, inconsistency can be a virtue.


Taking on Terrorists

Counterterrorism, a third possible foreign policy doctrine, understandably gained currency in the aftermath of 9/11. Why it is an element of US national security policy is self-evident. Terrorists constitute a threat to American interests worldwide as well as to the homeland; this country’s servicemen, diplomats, businessmen, and tourists are all vulnerable. So, too, are governments that work with the United States and societies that share many of its values. Terrorism can be an effective tool of the weak; as we saw on 9/11, a relatively small investment can have an enormous payoff in what it can destroy. Open societies such as the United States are especially vulnerable.

Like humanitarianism, counterterrorism is more defined by what it is against than by what it favors. Also like humanitarianism, it can be carried out on a tactical level, to deal with a particular manifestation of the problem, or strategically, to deal with the root causes.

Dealing with root causes can involve a number of approaches in this realm. All are ambitious. One would require remaking other countries, often beginning with a change of regime, so that the government comes to treat terrorists as an adversary. This is what has been attempted by the United States in Afghanistan. It required combined intelligence and military options to oust the regime, followed by more than a decade of nation-building. The problem with this approach is its high cost and low likelihood of success.

A variant of this approach has been tried with Iran. Sanctions have been put in place to make the regime pay a price for its support of terrorism, with the hope that the regime will come to judge the price as too high and therefore pull back from supporting terror. Unfortunately, the regime has determined that the benefits of employing terrorism as an instrument of domestic and foreign policy outweigh the costs. Energy exports give the regime a good deal of latitude to resist external pressures. What is more, the United States does not have the luxury of conducting a foreign policy toward Iran solely on the basis of terrorism; that policy must also balance carrots and sticks to influence Iranian policy vis-à-vis its nuclear program, Iraq, Afghanistan, and much else.

A different approach to opposing terrorism is to try to nip it in the bud, by discouraging young men and women from becoming terrorists in the first place, or to reinvent themselves and become a former terrorist if they joined up at one point in their lives. This is a worthy aim, one that should be pursued, not so much as an alternative to other policies than as a complement. It means changing what is preached in the mosque, taught in the school, read on the Internet, and discussed in the home. It requires influential people in the society and communities in question to speak out and work in every way possible to discourage and, more important, delegitimize terrorism as an acceptable way of pursuing a political agenda. All of this will take decades, at best. What is more, by definition such things cannot be mandated or controlled; the prospects for this approach are modest by its being both indirect and retail.1

Terrorism can also be fought at the tactical level. This involves targeting known terrorists with drones or with special forces, much along the lines of what was carried out in Pakistan against Osama bin Laden. This is all warranted, but it is no panacea. Drones cannot always reach their targets, and even when they do, can kill innocents and in the process anger large segments of societies and their governments. There is international legal backing for attacking terrorists on foreign soil (on the grounds that governments unable or unwilling to fulfill their sovereign obligations forfeit some of their sovereign protections), but that does not assuage those who see the strikes as an insulting infringement of sovereignty or as a threat in and of themselves. The danger is that the United States risks alienating the very governments and societies it is seeking to win over. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld’s question—“Are we capturing, killing or deterring and dissuading more terrorists every day than the madrassas and the radical clerics are recruiting, training and deploying against us?”—remains valid.2 Attacks by Special Forces run similar risks in addition to those they pose to individuals carrying out the mission. Nevertheless, the United States should be prepared to use drones or Special Forces when dangerous, high-value targets are identified, there is a good chance of killing or capturing them, and the host government lacks either the capacity or will to act on its own.

We also need to understand and accept that no amount of counterterrorism can be 100 percent effective. There will always be individuals ready to use violence to promote their political goals. And there will always be governments unable or unwilling to make sure they cannot act. As is the case with fighting disease, no solution is at hand. But a comprehensive approach promises to reduce the scale of the terrorist threat and the costs it inflicts on the American economy and society. All this is one reason why the phrase “war on terrorism” is unhelpful. There is a need to use many tools and not just the military, as well as the reality that one must act everywhere—not just on battlefields and not just against committed identifiable combatants. Terrorism must be counteracted where it exists. The United States, along with like-minded governments, must also try to reduce the pool of recruits, build the capacity of friendly countries, strengthen existing international counterterror machinery, and make it more difficult through active and passive (protective) measures for terrorists to succeed at the tactical level. Yet we also need to accept the reality that on occasion terrorists will succeed despite all that is put in place to thwart them. This underscores the need to make the American society and economy more resilient through such measures as civil defense, first responder training, and redundancy of critical components. The goal is to enhance the capacity of the United States to manage crises in a way that minimizes loss of life and economic disruption and reduces the time it takes to bounce back.

Negotiation might have a limited role in particular circumstances that require persuading “traditional” terrorists to foreswear violence, but that is because their aims are narrow and specific, such as to bring about greater autonomy or a separate country for a people; in such cases, compromise may be possible. But negotiation has no role when the objectives of terrorists are essentially existential, when nothing will do for them short of eliminating what they view as the enemy and returning society to a pure, seventh-century state.

It is just as important not to lose perspective. Terrorists have little global appeal. They can destroy but not create. It is telling that the people who went into the streets of Cairo and other cities of the Middle East in 2011 and 2012 did not do so in the name of al-Qaeda or on behalf of its agenda. The events of 9/11 did not usher in an era dominated by terrorism; to the contrary, the last decade was dominated much more by the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the lingering effects of the economic crisis, and by the spread of new mobile technologies. Looking ahead, the ability of Americans to put their house in order, China’s trajectory, and the world’s ability to contend with globalization—all are more likely to define the future than will terrorism. The United States should take care not to turn its society upside down in the process of making it less vulnerable and more resilient. It needs to stay open for business and true to its values and principles.

At the same time, the country must be serious about just how dangerous is the threat, especially should terrorists gain access to nuclear materials or biological agents. As is often the case, a balance needs be struck. Effective counterterrorism requires that the federal government and law enforcement agencies be given enhanced capacity to monitor plans and activities of citizens and noncitizens alike. Americans need to recognize that the lines between what is domestic and what is foreign may have long traditions and legal standing but that they count for little in a global world in which borders of every sort are crossed with unimaginable frequency. Accepting some limits on what is seen as the right of privacy may be a price well worth paying in return for much-enhanced safety.

It is important to keep perspective in another sense as well. Counterterrorism is too narrow and limited in scope to provide guidance for dealing with many of the challenges and opportunities posed by globalization and this era of international relations. At the end of the day, terrorism is but one challenge on America’s plate. Dealing with it is a necessary component of US foreign policy, but cannot be the whole of it or provide a framework.


Integration

Integration is the fourth and final contender for a foreign policy doctrine. Unlike containment, which was about limiting the reach of selected countries, integration is about bringing them in, to make them a part of regional and global arrangements. Integration aims to develop rules and institutions to govern international relations and persuade as many governments as possible to see that these rules are followed and shared objectives are realized. As is the case with democracy promotion, integration represents a “positive” approach to foreign policy, in that it emphasizes a set of objectives to be created rather than frustrated.1

But at its core, integration is fundamentally different from democracy promotion. Democracy promotion seeks to change the internal nature of other countries, out of both principle and the belief that democracies will behave better beyond their borders. Integration, by contrast, focuses mostly on what states do beyond their borders. It is a foreign policy that seeks to influence the foreign policies of other countries. Indeed, integration is premised on the idea that international cooperation is possible between democracies and governments that sit on top of relatively closed political and economic systems. The US ability to regulate competition and avoid conflict with the Soviet Union during the Cold War was one example, as is today’s US-China relationship. So, too, were Israel’s peace with authoritarian Egypt and its peace with the Kingdom of Jordan.

Integration was the implicit underpinning of George H. W. Bush’s call for the creation of a “New World Order,” an objective for a more cooperative era of relations articulated in the wake of both the Cold War and the successful international collaboration that ousted Saddam Hussein and his army from Kuwait. Elements of integration could be observed in both the Clinton era (such as NAFTA, the US-Canada-Mexico trade deal) and to a lesser extent George W. Bush (global counterterrorism arrangements). Integration enjoyed something of a renaissance in the initial years of the Obama administration; it can be found in the effort to engage broadly with China, “reset” relations with Russia, create a global mechanism to slow climate change, establish a framework for expanded ties with Brazil, and advocate for India gaining a permanent seat in the UN Security Council. Integration is both the argument for and the reflection of both China and Russia’s being members of the World Trade Organization.

Integration is highly relevant to the US relationship with China, arguably the most important bilateral relationship now and for the foreseeable future. It remains very much in the interest of the United States and the world that China be integrated into regional and global arrangements to manage the economy, limit climate change, and combat the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction and the means to deliver them long distances. China’s help is needed if Korea is ever to be unified peacefully, Iran is to be prevented from gaining nuclear weapons, and Pakistan is to change its ways and not fail. Integration also provides a rationale for the US relationship with China now that its original raison d’être (shared opposition to the spread of Soviet influence) is no longer relevant and its subsequent basis (mutual economic benefit) is too narrow.

Nevertheless, it is just as clear that integration alone cannot inform the entire US approach to China. Talk of a US-Chinese “G-2” or “condominium” is unrealistic. China is not yet ready to become a partner in building and operating regional and global institutions, in part because its leaders remain focused on their perceived internal needs, and in part because this rising power is busy asserting itself throughout the region. The smart policy for the United States and others (as is often the case amid uncertainty) is to hedge: to maintain a strong diplomatic, economic, and military presence in the region and a deep set of ties to local states. Such a stance discourages China from acting aggressively, gives local states confidence to stand up to a much bigger and stronger China, and provides the foundations of a robust response should China all the same embark on a nationalistic, intimidating course. Adopting a policy of containment at this juncture would be premature, however, and could actually help bring about an adversarial relationship that would serve the interests of no one. It is not in the world’s interest to isolate China or increase any sense of resentment the Chinese hold. To the contrary, the last thing the world should want to see is a China that seeks to assuage domestic frustration through foreign adventurism.

China’s limited embrace of integration is hardly unique. Many other governments are not prepared to sign up to it when it comes to actual policy or, even if they are as a matter of principle, lack the resources to do much for integration in practice. Not surprisingly, world trade talks are stalled; global climate change talks are in even worse shape. Agreement on what to do to denuclearize North Korea, prevent Iran’s nuclearization, stop the repression and civil war in Syria, or deal with global economic challenges (despite the G-20) is sharply limited. Why is integration not gaining more traction? The simple answer is that most governments (including the US) are more sensitive to immediate domestic political and economic pressures and interests than they are to medium- and long-term considerations. There are, as well, flat-out disagreements (e.g., no consensus on the extent of or limits to sovereignty, when it is legitimate to use military force, what steps should be taken now to slow climate change), differing priorities, and resource constraints. As was discussed in the previous section, international community is more a goal than a reality. It doesn’t mean the United States should give up on it, or fail to advance it when and where possible; incremental gains should be sought and nailed down whenever the opportunities present themselves. But integration alone cannot frame the US relationship with the world. Although the most appealing foreign policy compass for the long term, it is only a partial guide for the here and now.


Restoration

A doctrine exists that fits the circumstances of the United States at this moment in history. It is “Restoration.” This new doctrine (which, just to be clear, has nothing to do with Charles II or the English monarchy) rests on several pillars. First, it judges the world to be relatively unthreatening (again, compared to what was experienced in much of the previous century) and makes the most of this situation. Under Restoration, the United States would increase the resources devoted to internal as opposed to international challenges, so as to address critical domestic needs. The aim is to rebuild the foundation of this country’s strength to be in a better position to stave off potential strategic rivals or be better prepared for them should they emerge all the same. Second, a foreign policy informed by Restoration would eschew a foreign policy focus on the greater Middle East and any more large-scale land wars for the purpose of remaking other societies. Instead, the priority of US foreign policy would be to shape the behavior of the other principal powers. In addition, US attention and effort would be more broadly distributed—in particular, to the Asia-Pacific region, the part of the world most likely to influence the course of this century. US attention would also be directed more to the Western Hemisphere. This is consistent with both the region’s centrality to America’s economic and energy future and the reality that stability in Mexico and in the Western Hemisphere more broadly is of vital importance to America’s own security. Third, Restoration would rebalance the implementation of foreign policy, in the process placing less emphasis on military instruments and more on economic and diplomatic tools and capabilities. Restoration as a US foreign policy doctrine is about restoring the internal sources of American power and restoring balance to what the United States aims to do in the world and how it does it.

Restoration is not isolationism. As pointed out in the introduction to this book, isolationism is the willful turning away from the world even when a rigorous assessment of a country’s national interests (and what could be done to promote them) would argue for acting on their behalf. Isolationism makes no sense in a global world in which the United States cannot wall itself off from the effects of such actual or potential global threats as terrorism, proliferation, protectionism, pandemic disease, climate change, or a loss of access to financial, energy, and mineral resources. Restoration is something very different. Under Restoration, the United States would continue to carry out an active foreign policy: to create or adapt international arrangements to manage the challenges and threats inherent in globalization; to frustrate terrorists; to negotiate bilateral, regional, and global trade, energy, and climate-related pacts; to promote political and economic reform and ameliorate humanitarian crises where and when it makes sense to do so; to invigorate partnerships; and to deal with the threats posed by an aggressive North Korea, a nuclear-armed Iran, and a failing Pakistan. But what distinguishes Restoration first and foremost is its emphasis on rebuilding at home and refocusing abroad, including the limits it would place on what the United States would do with military force on behalf of interests in the Middle East and elsewhere that were less than vital.

Nor should Restoration be understood as a call to abandon the Middle East. The United States retains important and, in some cases, vital interests in that region, including a deep commitment to Israel’s security, opposition to the spread of nuclear weapons and to terrorism, and safeguarding access to the region’s energy resources. The fact that the United States is moving in the direction of energy self-sufficiency gives it some cushion, but does not alter the fundamental importance of the region. It is essential, though, to acknowledge that between disengagement and preoccupation are myriad policy choices. For more than a decade now, US foreign policy has been both distracted by and distorted by the greater Middle East. Henceforth, direct US military involvement in the region must be scaled back, given competing priorities for American resources of every sort and, in most cases, the likelihood that US efforts to remake societies in this part of the world will fail to justify the investment. In particular, military interventions to overthrow hostile regimes or prop up friendly ones are more and more untenable and should be avoided, because of the certain high costs and low certainty of positive results. More discrete armed action, be it to help maintain the free movement of oil and gas, or to destroy a weapon of mass destruction as it is being developed or readied for use, is a possibility to prepare for. But providing or withholding various forms of diplomatic, economic, intelligence, or military support, be it to influence a country’s foreign policy or, in select cases, its domestic trajectory, should constitute the staple of US involvement in this part of the world.

As discussed earlier, prospects for advancing reconciliation and peace between Israel and its neighbors are poor. But this is not an argument for standing pat: Bad situations can and do get worse. Ideally, the Israeli government or the Palestinian Authority or both would put forward a comprehensive peace proposal that would generate real excitement and support both at home and across the divide; failing that, it will probably fall upon the United States to articulate a set of principles that would be at the core of what would be a fair and reasonable peace that would leave all parties better off. Hopefully, a political process and negotiations would ensue. Hamas, which controls Gaza, should be able to participate in negotiations only if it eschews violence and demonstrates a willingness to coexist with Israel. It is anything but clear that Hamas will take these steps; for these and other reasons, the United States should do what it can to bolster the ability of moderate forces in the Palestinian community. The US government should also discourage Israel from those activities, including but not limited to settlement construction, that work against what prospects remain to create a viable Palestinian state.

Implicit in Restoration is a greater focus on the Asia-Pacific, the region that is home to the world’s largest and most dynamic economies and the bulk of the world’s principal powers, and where the United States has a broad range of interests and commitments. This is largely consistent with the articulation in late 2011 by President Obama of a new strategy in which the United States would pivot from the Middle East to Asia.1 The idea made sense despite the unfortunate terminology: Pivot suggests something much too sharp, both by suggesting too dramatic a pullback from the Middle East and by overlooking all that the United States has done over the decades in the Far East. Rebalancing is a better word and, not surprisingly, was later introduced for just that reason. The Obama administration also emphasized more than it might have the military dimensions of the new policy. Of greater importance than the additional deployment of twenty-five hundred marines in Australia is the direction of US diplomacy vis-à-vis China and its neighbors, the availability of economic assistance to promote political and economic development in the region’s poorer countries, and the ability to bring into existence a new trade agreement (the Trans-Pacific Partnership, or TPP) quickly and with as many members of the region as possible.

To be sure, the United States has a large stake in Asia’s stability, including a number of specific treaty commitments. The best way to assure the region’s stability is for the United States to stay active, be a reliable strategic partner, and be present in every sense and sphere, lest other countries either accommodate stronger neighbors or become both more nationalist and aggressive themselves. Thus it continues to make sense for American troops (now numbering twenty-eight thousand) to be stationed in South Korea despite the passage of time and the South’s own economic and military strength. The fact that Seoul, the large, modern capital of the Republic of Korea, is located so close to the border with the North makes defense more difficult. Any war would be costly, given this geographic reality and the firepower of the North. Deterring a second Korean War is a high priority. It would help to make clear that any future conflict will end with the unification of the entire peninsula under the South. This should reinforce what restraint exists in North Korea—and reinforce China’s willingness to use its influence to rein in Pyongyang, which is more than it admits to, considering North Korea’s reliance on China for much of its energy and trade. The United States can also try to reassure China that any unified Korea would be nonnuclear and home to only a small number of US troops, if any. Such reassurance is unlikely to turn Chinese policy around, but it is worth introducing all the same, given the potential for miscalculation and conflict.

If joining in the defense of South Korea would be relatively straightforward, thanks to US treaty commitments, what the United States would do in other conflicts in the region is more ambiguous. The United States has obligations to Taiwan, as well as to Japan, the Philippines, and Australia. American foreign policy faces a delicate balancing act: It must communicate sufficient resolve to its friends and allies, so as not to encourage aggression against them, but not unconditional resolve, lest it potentially lead them to undertake provocative or even reckless behavior. This translates into continuing to provide limited military support of Taiwan, yet at the same time discouraging any unilateral effort on its part to alter the political status quo. It also means close consultations with Japan and the Philippines in particular, so that Chinese assertiveness does not go unmet, but also so that those countries neither say nor do things that would lead to a crisis that could bring the United States and China into direct confrontation.

The rebalancing intrinsic to Restoration would also encompass the Western Hemisphere, and North America in particular. The agenda is filled with issues that bridge foreign and domestic policy alike: energy, trade, investment, infrastructure, water, immigration, homeland security, climate change, drugs, and crime all qualify, as do other issues and subjects. All too often, the agenda has been tackled piecemeal and by mid- or low-ranking officials. What is needed is regular, high-level attention in a comprehensive fashion. The US government should be no less strategic in its approach toward Canada, Mexico, and its other neighbors than it is to other countries and regions critical to its present and future.2

Restoration is also entirely consistent with American leadership. I would actually go beyond that; it is a prerequisite for effective American leadership. Only by putting its house in order will the United States have the resources needed to act in the world in a meaningful way, set an example others will be tempted to follow, and signal a latent capacity that will discourage would-be rivals and adversaries from crossing the line. Leadership, just to be clear, is not to be confused with unilateralism, as leadership requires partners if it is to have any meaning. There may be occasions for acting alone, but they will be the exception, especially when the resource costs are great or the nature of the struggle requires widespread participation, which is almost always the case when the challenge is a global one. The specifics of leadership can and should change from situation to situation, depending on the interests at stake, what others are prepared to do, the nature of what is required, and the potential of the United States on its own to do some or all of what is required if the contemplated action is to have the desired effect. Depending on these considerations, leadership can take place from in front, behind, or somewhere in between.

Under Restoration, the United States would operate in the world under a more realistic premise, one based less on the calculation of what it might accomplish (and what it might cost) if everything were to break its way, and more on what might be avoided and what it could cost if things did not. You might call it a less discretionary, less upbeat approach to the world. There would be less resort to military force, especially for the purpose of remaking other societies. There would also be, as a rule of thumb, fewer wars of choice. Wars of choice are defined as armed interventions where either the interests at stake are less than vital or where alternative policies appear to be viable. Recent wars of choice include Vietnam, the second Iraq war, and the recent Libyan intervention.

However, there would certainly continue to be wars of necessity, which involve vital interests where no alternatives exist to using military force or where the alternatives have been tried and failed. Modern wars of necessity include the Korean War, the first Iraq war, and Afghanistan after 9/11. Interestingly, Afghanistan evolved into a costly war of choice when the Obama administration sharply increased force levels and elected to target the Taliban and not just al-Qaeda. Similarly, the Korean War began more than sixty years ago as a war of necessity following the North Korean invasion, but morphed into a war of choice when the United States drove north of the 38th parallel in an effort to reunify the country rather than settling (as it ultimately did, but only after the loss of thirty thousand additional American lives) for liberating South Korea.

There would be no more large-scale military-dominated experiments in remaking other societies on the order of either Iraq or Afghanistan. “Less nation-building abroad, more at home,” might be a bumper sticker for Restoration. Training and advising programs would continue on a modest scale; counterterrorism would be carried out by US forces as required. But expensive attempts to remake other societies with US military forces’ playing a central role would not occur.

Iran and its nuclear ambitions constitute the most obvious near-term dilemma for Restoration. The United States has a good many reasons for preventing Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons; at the same time, the United States has a strategic interest in avoiding another costly war in the Middle East, something that would be inconsistent with Restoration’s twin goals of increased focus on the home front and decreased military involvement in the Middle East. Thus, the bar for initiating a preventive military strike on the Iranian nuclear program would have to be high. It would be a war of choice: Even though US national interests are vital, policies other than using military force exist that could be employed to look after those interests. As a result, and before using or supporting a preventive strike on Iran, the United States should consider the chances it would destroy much of Iran’s relevant capacity, the costs of likely retaliation by Iran, the implications for other US interests in the region, the prospects that a nuclear Iran could be confidently deterred, how much confidence there was that the proliferation aspirations of other regional states could be managed though alternative policies, and the impact of such a scenario on the chances for meaningful political change inside Iran once the dust settled. It is possible that all these considerations would be satisfied, but it is a high bar. And it would also be essential to demonstrate beforehand that negotiations with Iran could not produce an acceptable outcome because Iran was unwilling to accept a reasonable compromise.

President Obama appeared to cast his support for a doctrine of Restoration in his June 22, 2011, remarks announcing the beginning of troop reductions in Afghanistan. “America, it is time to focus on nation-building here at home,” he said.3 The decision to bring US troops home from Iraq was arguably consistent with this theme, although so, too, would have been a decision to maintain a small, residual US force in that country.4 Also compatible with Restoration is the policy of sharply limiting US military involvement in Syria and placing a greater emphasis on the Asia-Pacific. A number of other policies implemented during President Obama’s first term were inconsistent, however, including the decision to triple American force levels in Afghanistan, followed by the slow pace of reductions once they were initiated; the decision to intervene directly with military forces in Libya; and the unwillingness to embrace the sort of comprehensive deficit-reduction plan put forward by the Simpson-Bowles Commission in late 2010.

Restoration is, on one level, a national security doctrine for all seasons. At its center is the notion of solvency, the idea that what the United States does abroad should not undermine the fundamental economic health and strength of the country. But on another level, Restoration is a national security doctrine for a particular set of circumstances. Two stand out. Domestic economic and social challenges must be acute, and the international environment must be relatively forgiving; that is, presenting no existential threat. It turns out that precisely these two characteristics capture what the United States faces at home and abroad, today and for some time to come.

How long should Restoration remain the foreign policy of the United States? In one sense it is tempting to say forever, in that solvency is a permanent prerequisite of American strength. But the case for Restoration diminishes as either the domestic foundations of American economic and social strength are shored up or as the international situations evolves, either in the direction of posing a greater threat (which might call for something more akin to containment and greater resource commitment to national security) or greater opportunity (something that would set the stage for a fuller embrace of integration).


A Defensible Defense

The previous section explained that Restoration is in no way to be confused with isolationism; the purpose here is to make clear that Restoration is in no way about disarming. It is about reducing what is spent on defense without jeopardizing national security.

The decisions to scale back American involvement decisively in Iraq and gradually in Afghanistan constitute important first steps. At its peak, US policy toward Iraq and Afghanistan cost close to $200 billion a year, more than 25 percent of total US defense spending.1 This came to just over 1 percent of GDP. Spending for Iraq is now minimal; spending on Afghanistan is now less than $100 billion and should be well below that by 2014, even if one adds the cost of retaining a modest American troop presence there. The difference between this level of spending and what the United States was devoting to defense operations at the peak of the two wars will free up much-needed dollars for purposes ranging from deficit reduction to domestic investment.

These troop drawdowns will also allow the US military to begin to recover from these two conflicts. Neither soldiers nor equipment can sustain the pace that has been asked of them. Recruitment and retention of highly skilled individuals in the armed forces should increase as the US level of effort in the two conflicts decreases. Some needed military modernization that has been postponed can take place, although this will have to be weighed against alternative (nonmilitary) uses for resources.

US policy could and should go even further: to accelerate the drawdown of its military forces and bring the bulk of them home from Afghanistan by the end of 2013. This proposal will be applauded by some and criticized by others; indeed, it already has had such an effect when I have said or written similar things. The criticism—that what I am calling for is tantamount to “cutting and running,” something that makes failure inevitable, diminishes the sacrifices made up to this point, and raises questions of US credibility—is worth mentioning, as the rebuttal makes for a relevant examination of foreign policy.

Success in Afghanistan is beyond reach, if by success is meant bringing about an Afghanistan that is on a long-term path of stability, prosperity, and democracy. I would also argue that the United States does not have a vital interest in accomplishing all this; US interests in Afghanistan (such as promoting a more tolerant Afghan society) are real but less than vital, as well as difficult to act on. What the United States is in a position to do is tied to its ensuring that Afghanistan does not again become a launching pad for terrorism-related events on the scale of 9/11.

Second, it is irresponsible to continue to commit resources, and above all to send US forces into harm’s way, on behalf of a policy that doesn’t warrant their sacrifice either because the interests are not sufficiently important or the prospects for succeeding are not sufficiently good. Lasting success is beyond reach, given the nature of Afghanistan’s government and society, the zeal of the Taliban, and Pakistan’s continued willingness to provide sanctuary for the Taliban and other groups determined to shoot their way to power. Admitting and acting on this judgment in no way takes away from all that was committed and sacrificed up to now: Sometimes an undertaking is worth trying and doing because it is impossible to know with certainty in advance what can be accomplished at what cost. But policy must be revisited and revised once the answers to such questions are available.

A related argument put forward for “staying the course” in Afghanistan is that instability there would exacerbate instability in Pakistan, a country where the United States has more important national interests: the presence of the world’s most dangerous terrorists, a robust nuclear weapons program, and a population five times that of Afghanistan. While this may be true, it is hard to be more concerned about Pakistan’s stake in Afghan stability than Pakistan’s government, which is actively supporting the very forces that are working to undermine Afghanistan. And while a weak and unstable Afghanistan could become something of a launching pad for radicals who seek to destabilize Pakistan, it should be pointed out that such radicals are already able to operate relatively freely from within Pakistan itself. All of which to say is that Afghanistan is far down the list of factors that will determine Pakistan’s future stability or orientation.

Changing policy course is never without risks. A great power that wants to remain one should be wary of compromising its reputation for staying power. Credibility and reliability matter. But a large sustained effort tends to settle the point; Afghanistan is already the longest war in American history. It is difficult to argue the United States failed to do enough on behalf of that country or to do it long enough.

The critics of reducing or concluding a military commitment also tend to exaggerate the adverse consequences of doing so. The consequences of the US withdrawal from South Vietnam (resisted by the Nixon and Ford administrations but imposed by Congress) look different and far better today than were widely predicted at the time. The United States is central to the region’s future and has good or good enough ties with a unified Vietnam, China, and traditional American allies. Similar things could be said for what ensued after the decision by Ronald Reagan to withdraw all US forces from Lebanon in 1984. US influence in the region hardly disappeared; less than a decade later, the United States put together the unprecedented international coalition that ousted Iraq from Kuwait, and then followed up this military victory with the diplomatic breakthrough that was the Madrid peace conference, which for the first time in history brought together representatives of Israel and Arab governments face to face to negotiate peace. Even when it suffers setbacks or defeats, the United States retains enormous ability to shape events around the world.

Savings on what is spent on behalf of national security need not and should not be limited to savings derived from winding down the two wars. Core defense spending, without the additional costs associated with Afghanistan, comes to slightly more than $500 billion a year, more than China, Russia, Japan, India, and the EU combined. Could more be spent? Of course—but US interests and the threats to them do not warrant spending more. In addition, spending somewhat less on defense makes it easier to move the US budget toward balance, something that provides a basis for long-term national security, including more defense spending if need be.

Could more be cut? Again, the answer is yes, but in this case one should ask, “At what risk?” The pattern in history is to cut back too much after times of great exertion. What should matter (in addition to domestic requirements for resources) are strategic projections; that is, where US interests may be coming under pressure or attack and where this country must be able to respond. The United States needs to be prepared to act against Iran’s nuclear program, help defend South Korea from its northern neighbor, carry out limited counterterrorist and humanitarian actions, and provide reassurance to its allies in Asia. As this list suggests, there is always the possibility of simultaneous contingencies.2 Given the inherent uncertainty associated with this era of history, ensuring that US forces and national security resources across the board are both flexible and adaptable to engage in multiple regions of the world makes a great deal of sense. One could do worse here than keep in mind the words of Robert Gates: “Our record since Vietnam of predicting where we would use military force 6 months or 12 months from now is perfect. We have never, ever gotten it right once. So we live in that kind of an unpredictable world, and therefore to structure our forces against one or another particular potential adversary I think would be a grave mistake.”3

As is always the case, what matters more than how much is spent on defense (or any policy, for that matter) is how it is spent. Avoiding large-scale land wars and large humanitarian interventions allows for reductions in the size of both the army and marines. The one foreseeable large land war of necessity would be on the Korean Peninsula. (An Iran conflict would likely involve mostly air and naval forces.) Greater emphasis on Asia and the Pacific argues for selective increases in air force and navy funding, although some of the most expensive weapons systems meant for conventional warfare should be cut back in light of existing capabilities and relative American advantages over imaginable foes. Research and development should continue to be a priority as a hedge against future uncertainty and as a means to ensure the United States is in a position to exploit the latest new technologies. Reform of the military entitlements system (retirement and health plans are consuming an ever larger and unsustainable share of the total defense budget) and a reduction in the size of the nuclear arsenal (which is still larger than post–Cold War realities would dictate) would help reduce the need for tradeoffs within the defense budget. All things considered, a strong case can be made for defense spending at a level somewhat below the current one. Core defense spending that was reduced by 5 to 10 percent or some $25 to $50 billion would more than adequately cover existing needs and make it less difficult for the US government to move in the direction of solvency.4

Funds allocated to other national security functions—foreign assistance, diplomacy, intelligence, and homeland security—should not be immune from scrutiny and, where warranted on the merits or because of overall fiscal considerations, from cuts. That said, they are relatively modest in scale and for the most part good value, considering the benefits that accrue from them. Foreign aid, in particular, is a far smaller budgetary item than many Americans imagine. So, too, is the cost of diplomacy. These other national security activities add just over $150 billion a year; combined national security spending (minus the costs of the Afghanistan operation) thus comes to about $650 or $700 billion a year and around $750 to $800 billion including it. This is less than 20 percent of federal spending and only some 4 percent of GDP. This is both affordable and consistent with a doctrine of Restoration.

It is equally important to recognize that no amount of savings on defense and national security could fix what ails the American economy. Even the most aggressive reductions imaginable—say, to cut core defense spending by 20 percent or roughly $100 billion a year—would have at most a modest impact on the deficit. Against this Americans must consider the loss of economic demand at home (leading to lower growth and fewer jobs) that would result from defense spending reductions and, more important, the potentially adverse consequences for US interests around the world and global stability. Defense and national security spending contributed to the US economic predicament, but did not cause it and are not responsible for most of it; as a result, national security cannot be seen as the salvation.


Part III

Restoration at Home

[image: ]


[image: ]


Restoration is not just about doing less or acting more discriminately abroad; to the contrary, it is even more about doing the right things at home. The principal focus is on restoring the economic, social, and physical foundations of American power. A decade of adopting and living according to a doctrine of Restoration would help the United States shore up the economic foundations of its traditional strengths for decades to come. As has been argued here, cutting back on national security spending and wars of choice could not accomplish this on their own, but doing so would constitute one component of moving toward fiscal balance. A policy along these lines would allow the United States to deal with near-term threats or challenges, should they arise. It would also put the country back in a position to lead by example; one of the most important foreign policy strengths this country possesses is the demonstrated success of its economy and political system. Both are now tarnished, a reality that makes others much less likely to adopt open economic and political models and instead opt for more statist systems with less scope for individual freedom and markets.

To speak of the domestic challenge facing the United States is, in reality, to speak of multiple challenges. The list is virtually endless and no doubt highly subjective, but I would highlight five core elements: reducing the federal deficit and the ratio of national debt to GDP, putting into place a comprehensive energy strategy, improving the quality of education, upgrading the country’s physical infrastructure, and modernizing an out-of-date immigration policy. Doing all this, in addition to adopting some specific economic reforms, would allow the United States to restore its economic growth to levels closer to those that have characterized much of the post–World War II era but that have been out of reach over recent years.


The Deficit and the Debt

Deficit reduction is as good a place as any to begin this discussion. The gross federal debt is enormous. It has increased from some $6 trillion a decade ago to nearly three times that, or some $16 trillion, equal to US GDP; that is, to the total value of goods and services the US economy produces in a single year. How did it get to this point? An obvious answer would be that, over the past dozen years, the government has been spending far more than it has been taking in. For four years in a row now, the US government has been running a deficit of more than $1 trillion, brought about by the 2001 and 2003 tax cuts, additional spending on entitlements (stemming in no small part from an increased number of older citizens, along with the addition of the prescription drug benefit to Medicare), and the costs of the Iraq and Afghan wars.1 Even more of a cause was the 2008 financial crisis, which reduced revenues as it added the costs of a stimulus and government rescues of failing financial institutions, the automobile industry, and spending for those out of work. In addition, the increase in debt required an increase in total borrowing; it is the opposite of a virtuous cycle.

Such levels of federal debt are unsustainable. The situation gets even worse if state and local debt, as well as the enormous debt (an estimated $12 trillion) of so-called Government Sponsored Enterprises, such as Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, are added in.2 Just financing all this debt threatens to absorb a significant percentage of the funds that would otherwise be available for education, research, and infrastructure: Increasingly, the United States will be forced to eat its seed corn to pay for its past and present. American ability to compete successfully in an increasingly competitive global economy will suffer. It was Herb Stein, one of Richard Nixon’s principal economic advisers, who observed that things that cannot go on forever will end. Well, this will end. It is a question of how. And if nothing is done, it will also become a question of when the world will grow weary and wary of lending more dollars to the United States, and will demand higher returns for so doing. The danger is twofold: At a minimum, it will force the Federal Reserve to raise interest rates, in the process dampening economic growth that is already well below historic averages; at worst, it will happen suddenly, forcing draconian and ill-considered cuts in what America spends.

The United States is fast approaching one of those truly historic turning points: Either it will act to get its fiscal house in order, thereby restoring the prerequisites of this country’s primacy, or it will fail to and, as a result, suffer both the domestic and international consequences. The world is looking for a signal that the United States has the political will and ability to make hard choices. Eliminating the deficit is not necessary, but it does need to be reduced to a degree considerably larger than what was required to avoid going over the so-called fiscal cliff. The goal should be to reduce this country’s deficit by some $250 billion per year over the next four to five years, or until the budget is balanced but for interest payments on the debt. This can be accomplished responsibly and gradually, without in the process throwing the United States back into recession. If this is accomplished, it will contribute to economic growth, which in turn will reduce the ratio of debt to GDP, in the process sending just the signal the world is looking for.

The United States being at such a juncture is not totally unexpected, in that other great powers throughout history have seen their circumstances reduced. But imperial overstretch is not the real issue here. The combined cost of the Iraq and Afghan wars during their peak years accounted for 10 to 15 percent of the annual deficit and are responsible for much less than that of the cumulative debt. The principal reasons for questioning the Iraq war several years ago and Afghanistan now are strategic more than economic. This leads to the larger point. Fiscal, economic, and political failures at home are placing at risk the continued ability of the United States to exert the global influence that it could and should have. Ill-advised American activity in the world is not what jeopardizes American solvency; rather, American profligacy at home threatens American power and security. Yet at their great peril, the American people and their elected representatives postpone addressing the country’s debt addiction.

Bringing the budget into primary balance (paying for everything except interest on the debt) requires that four different but related components be addressed: discretionary domestic spending, defense and national security, entitlements, and taxes. Defense has already been addressed; core defense spending can be reduced to slightly below $500 billion a year without jeopardizing American security. But no amount of defense or, more broadly, national security spending cuts can bring the budget into anything approaching balance. This can only come from reductions in entitlements and domestic spending, and what is raised through taxation. (A final area of spending is mandatory as it involves paying off what was borrowed. Doing so currently consumes some 6 percent of federal spending. But here the objective is to limit this amount both by slowing the accumulation of new debt and by doing nothing that would increase the rates at which money was borrowed. This means avoiding any rekindling of inflation and not raising questions about the ability of the United States to be good for what it owes.)

Federal spending outside national security and interest payments is a mix of mandatory and discretionary spending that covers a wide range of traditional domestic functions, including health, retirement, welfare and other programs that form the so-called safety net, infrastructure, transportation, education, agricultural subsidies, and a good deal else. Some of this qualifies as investment, some as support. One way to think about the US budget (now just under $4 trillion a year, or some 23 percent of GDP) is one-fifth each national security, health (mostly Medicare and Medicaid), retirement (mostly Social Security), some 12 percent additional safety net (welfare, unemployment and disability payments), and 6 percent interest on the debt—leaving just 20 percent, or some $750 billion a year, for all else. Projected cuts to this category over the coming decade that were included in the 2011 Budget Control Act surely should be made, but the “all else” is simply not large enough to contribute all that much to deficit reduction, even if you wanted to, which in the cases of investment in human and physical capital, you would not.

The best way to move the budget in the direction of balance is through a mix of spending cuts and higher revenues; in other words, selective tax increases. A ratio on the order of three to one—$3 dollars in spending cuts for every dollar in tax increases—holds out the best way of getting from here to there without shutting down investment or hampering growth. But this can only be done intelligently if spending on entitlements—Social Security and, above all, health care—is brought under control. The trajectory of Social Security spending can be reined in through a mix of gradually increasing the retirement or eligibility age, means-testing payments so that the wealthiest either receive smaller payments or pay higher taxes on them, selectively reducing the fast-growing area of disability payments, and altering the formula by which annual payments are adjusted for inflation so that the increases are more in line with the increases in prices of what seniors actually tend to buy. One could also raise the cap on payroll tax deductions that fund the program.3

Health care is far more important as a source of deficits. Willie Sutton robbed banks because that was where the money was; anyone wanting to tame the US budget must address health care because that will increasingly be the source of the deficit. The statistics are stark. The United States spends nearly a fifth of its total GDP on health care, nearly twice the average of other advanced economies.4 Alas, outcomes are no better for it. This is because of unnecessary testing and procedures (the system is geared to what is performed rather than results), inadequate focus on preventive health, and an emphasis on prolonging life in situations where there is little reason to believe treatment will improve health. Unlike Social Security, however, there is no straightforward path to improving matters, with some favoring a larger role for government and advisory bodies that would establish guidelines for treatment, others on vouchers and market forces. That said, significant savings could be realized from raising the age for Medicare eligibility, requiring increased co-payments, limiting malpractice torts, means-testing, and introducing a host of administrative reforms that would introduce best practices to a larger number of providers.

Taxes form the last piece of the puzzle. As is the case with spending, the composition of taxes matters as much or more than levels. The American Taxpayer Relief Act of 2012, which averted the so-called fiscal cliff and was signed into law in January 2013, raised marginal income tax levels on the wealthiest Americans, increased rates for both capital gains and dividend income, placed limits on certain itemized deductions for those in the higher tax brackets, and slightly elevated the tax rate for estates over $5 million. Payroll tax rates went back up to previous levels. Additional revenues could come from further tweaking of rates and deductions, eliminating some remaining exceptions or subsidies, and faster growth. One could also adopt a modest consumption or value added tax (VAT), something that would raise revenue and encourage savings.5

All told, the fiscal cliff deal will raise approximately $600 billion in additional revenue over the next ten years. A realistic analysis of the discretionary spending cuts in the 2011 Budget Control Act suggests that they will save about $1.5 trillion over the same period. Together, the two bills will reduce the deficit by about $2 trillion over the next decade—about half of what is needed to achieve the $4 trillion in deficit reduction most analysts believe is necessary to put America back on stable financial footing. Much of the remaining savings will need to come from entitlements. The National Commission on Fiscal Responsibility and Reform, a bipartisan group created by President Obama in 2010 and commonly known as the Simpson-Bowles Commission after its chairmen, retired senator Alan Simpson and former White House chief of staff Erskine Bowles, suggested a comprehensive plan designed to slash the debt by $4 trillion over ten years through a mixture of cuts in both domestic spending and national security, selective tax increases, and Medicare reforms.6 One can quibble with the details, but something like it is called for if the United States is to have the resources it will need to shield itself from the pressures of markets or unfriendly central banks and present a model of political and economic competence that the world will want to emulate.


Energy

Energy, and in particular oil and gas, is central to the function of modern economies, for transportation as well as for home heating, farming, and manufacturing. There are many other energy sources, including nuclear, coal, and various renewables—hydroelectric, wind, solar, and so forth—but for the foreseeable future these cannot take the place of oil and gas.

Oil is of particular significance. The sale of oil in large quantities at relatively high prices has massively enriched several countries with otherwise poor economies, including Russia, Saudi Arabia, Iran, Iraq, Venezuela, and Nigeria, a transfer that has enabled them to spend a great deal on arms and maintain political order at home through government largesse. Those consuming their oil, such as the United States, are vulnerable to interruptions of supply and increases in price.

The fact that oil is so important has had an enormous impact on US foreign policy.1 The United States did not fight multiple wars in the Middle East so as to gain access to oil supplies for the benefit of commercial interests, but it did in part fight those wars to ensure that a strategic commodity would not be controlled by individuals or regimes hostile to US interests. The need to import large amounts of oil has also added to the budget deficit, weakened the dollar, and contributed to US economic vulnerability. And on top of all this is the reality that the burning of fossil fuels, including oil, has contributed significantly to climate change.

Many of these trends can be traced back forty years, to the first oil shock at the time of the 1973 Middle East conflict. Some four decades later, the United States, which possesses only 2 percent of the world’s proved reserves of oil, produces some 12 percent of world output—approximately 10 million barrels a day. The problem is that the United States consumes 19 million barrels of oil a day, nearly twice what it produces. The difference between what is produced domestically and what is consumed is made up by imports.

However, some aspects of America’s energy situation are strongly positive. US oil production, which was falling for decades, has actually risen in recent years, thanks in large part to new technology that makes it possible to find and produce oil that only a few years ago would have remained beneath the surface. This trend is expected to continue. The International Energy Agency now projects that the United States will overtake Saudi Arabia and become the world’s largest oil producer by 2020.2 At the same time, US consumption of oil is about what it was a decade ago, even though the economy has become much larger; what this shows is that the link between energy use and economic output (energy intensity) is less than it was prior to the introduction of new efficiencies.

Welcome, too, is the evolving nature of US oil dependence. The single largest source of oil for the United States is North America. Canada alone provides one-fourth of all American oil imports. (This is one reason the proposed oil pipeline extension linking Canada and the United States should be built.) Mexico is the second largest. Only one-fifth of US oil imports (equaling 10 percent of American consumption) comes from the Middle East. This positive pattern of diversifying overseas sources of oil leaves the United States less vulnerable to supply shortages caused by conditions within or the policies of a particular producing country. Overall, US imports now account for less than half the oil consumed in this country. In short, the trends are all good: Domestic production is up, consumption is down, imports are down.

The best news of all concerns natural gas. The United States is now the world’s largest producer. What is more, proved reserves of natural gas in this country are increasing because of technological innovations that make it possible to identify and tap enormous gas deposits in shale formations. Natural gas can be substituted for other forms of energy in many areas; it is both plentiful in the United States and, when burned, contributes less than oil and far less than coal to climate change.

But all this good news should not generate complacency. The now-realistic possibility of achieving a status close to energy self-sufficiency, in which American energy is either produced domestically or imported from Canada and Mexico, is not the same as energy independence. The United States cannot insulate itself from the global energy market. It will be directly and indirectly affected by shortages of supplies and increases in oil prices brought on by either long-term trends (e.g., much-increased demand for oil in China and India) or crisis (e.g., a war with Iran or instability in Saudi Arabia or Nigeria). The United States will be similarly affected if the economies of those countries it trades with suffer energy shortages and higher prices. This, too, is an unavoidable dimension of interdependence and globalization.

The United States needs to be made more energy resilient and energy responsible alike. The objective should be to ensure that energy use decreases as a fraction of GDP, that US direct dependence on the Middle East for oil continues to diminish, and that coal constitutes a reduced component of America’s energy profile. Such an approach would reduce what this country spends on energy, its vulnerability to instability in the Middle East, the upward pressure on oil prices (one result of which is the enriching of Iran), and the American “contribution” to climate change.

A strategy to accomplish this would have a number of components. One commitment should be to continue to expand the domestic production of both oil and gas. Another should be greater coordination with Canada, Mexico, and other Western Hemisphere producers. Regulation of natural gas cannot become so extensive that meaningful production is precluded. Steps should also continue to be made to reduce consumption of oil and, even more important, coal. This requires additional legislation or regulation to mandate greater fuel efficiency for motor vehicles and appliances. An agreement reached in 2011 between the Obama administration and thirteen major car manufacturers to increase fuel economy for cars and light trucks to an average of 54.5 miles per gallon by 2025 was a major step in the right direction.3 Indeed, it is no exaggeration to point to this measure as one of the major national security achievements of recent years. Natural gas could be substituted for oil for this country’s large trucks, a switch that could significantly reduce demand for oil.4 There should also be an increase in the federal tax on gasoline, which has nominally stayed the same for two decades (slightly more than eighteen cents a gallon), although in reality it is much lower when the effects of inflation are taken into consideration.5 One idea would be to index the gasoline tax to inflation so that it automatically goes up a small amount each year. Proceeds could be dedicated to rebuilding this country’s roads and other forms of infrastructure. A broader tax on carbon could also raise needed revenues, encourage energy efficiency, and enable the United States to take the lead in forging regional and global pacts designed to slow climate change in a manner that did not constrain economic growth.

Any US energy strategy also must encompass nuclear energy. It is a potential problem, not because there is too much of it, but because there is too little. Nuclear plants provide one-fifth of America’s electricity. But because of local political pressures, it has been more than forty years since a new nuclear plant was given the go-ahead (and some seventeen years since it first became operational) in the United States.6 The result is that, for safety reasons, all 103 US nuclear plants will have to be replaced or taken out of operation by midcentury or soon after. Replacing them requires that an average of two new plants per year be built between now and then.7 This is not happening. So the energy they currently produce will have to be replaced by coal or by using more oil and gas with obvious adverse consequences for climate, national security, or both. Safety concerns (for obvious reasons paramount, given Japan’s recent experience) can be mitigated by intelligent siting of new plants, new construction techniques, and improved measures as regards operations and waste disposal and management. Risk cannot be eliminated, but needs to be judged against the costs and risks of using alternative fuels (which contribute to climate change) or strengthening the hands of hostile governments. This argues for ensuring that nuclear energy continues to provide a meaningful share of American electricity well into the future.


Education

Economic performance and competitiveness are based upon many factors, from physical capital to regulatory policy, but no single factor may be as important as education. Education is the mechanism by which we invest in ourselves and in our own collective future.

There is no other way to say it except bluntly: American education at the K–12 level is failing. In recent international tests, American students ranked 13th in reading, 18th in science, and 28th in math.1 Just one-third of elementary school students in this country are competent in reading and math.2 The problem is not just those who do not graduate high school; it is that many of those who do (roughly 40 percent) are not prepared for college and require considerable remedial assistance.3

This poor K–12 record is also having an impact on American higher education, long an area of comparative advantage for the United States. This country is number one in the world when it comes to a percentage of those between the ages of 55 to 64 with a college degree. But the US ranking falls to tenth place if what is measured are those between the ages of 25 and 34 who hold college degrees. This trend bodes poorly for the future.

There are obvious economic consequences of such numbers; highly skilled workers are an essential component of national competitiveness. Corporations have to locate plants where they have access to such workers, which often translates to locating such facilities outside the United States, a trend reinforced by US immigration and corporate taxation policies. More generally, there is a clear correlation between educational attainment and income; individuals as well as the country are less well off because of the lost productivity resulting from insufficient education.

But the consequences of poor K–12 schooling go beyond the economic. A recent Council on Foreign Relations–sponsored task force warned that this situation jeopardizes America’s national cohesion and security alike. “Too many US public schools have stopped teaching civics and citizenship—leaving students without knowledge of their own national history, traditions, and values. Schools have also largely failed to help students become aware of other cultures or the world.” The result is a shortage of young men and women who can compete successfully in a global marketplace, serve in the military (among recent high school graduates who are eligible to apply, 30 percent score too low on aptitude tests to be recruited), and in a position to fulfill their obligations to society.

Why is American doing so poorly here? The answer is not for a lack of trying, or at least spending. But in education, as with so much else, there is no direct correlation between spending and results. What matters most is how money is allocated, not how much. The United States spends a great deal on education, more per pupil on primary and secondary education than most countries in the OECD. In total, it spent more than $600 billion on education in 2010; per-pupil costs have more than doubled since 1992, to over $10,000.4 Yet South Korea, which scored higher than the United States in all PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment) categories, spends roughly half as much per student. Sweden and Finland spend about a third and a fifth less, respectively, and both scored well above the United States on PISA.5 What makes it all even more frustrating is that other parts of the American educational system are literally world class. The most promising young people from around the world go to extraordinary lengths to come to the United States to attend its colleges and universities; to the best of my knowledge, few people ever come to this country from abroad to attend a public elementary or high school.

There are many explanations for why K–12 education is so flawed. The quality of teachers turns out to be the most important influence on the quality of education. Unfortunately, and notwithstanding important exceptions, the best and brightest of American society are not making teaching a career. Changing this will require paying the best teachers more and investing more in making teachers better. This can only be accomplished under current and foreseeable budgetary constraints by changing how teacher compensation is determined and moving toward performance as a critical criterion for determining pay, instead of an educator’s time in service or number of degrees. Achieving progress will also require a better distribution of employment and compensation within the education establishment; too many resources currently go to administration and other areas that have little or nothing to do with teaching. A longer school year is also a must; the existing academic year may have made sense when most families were agricultural and needed their children to perform farm labor, but it hardly applies now. The Rand Corporation found that the average student loses the equivalent of a month of learning in math and science over the summer; disadvantaged children lose two. And a widely cited Johns Hopkins paper found that summer learning loss could explain about two-thirds of the achievement gap between low- and high-income ninth graders in Baltimore.6 Greater competition and choice among schools can only help. What is taught and how to test for it also needs to be rethought. The setting of national (Common Core) standards in literacy, math, and science, coupled with financial incentives for schools to adopt them, are a step in the right direction; it would be good if civics were added to this list.7 In addition, and as many observers have pointed out, the relationship between homework and the classroom needs to “flip”; increasingly, the student can access quality information outside the classroom from a large number of sources, whereas the classroom becomes the place for interaction and discussion. Teachers become less the source of information and more facilitators who monitor students and intervene to enhance learning and understanding.

Last, Americans as a society will also need to recast how they think about education. The current approach is that education is something done near exclusively with, for, and to children and young people in their teens and twenties. Far too much of the US educational system is predicated on what can best be described as the “fill’er up” model. People go to high school and maybe college, and then are discharged down the highway of life on that one intellectual tank of gas, with little encouragement or assistance to ever stop and refuel thereafter. But it is inconceivable that an eighteen- or twenty-two-year-old has learned by the time he or she graduates what will be enough to make that person a viable, attractive employee twenty years later, when he or she turns forty, much less in forty years, when he or she turns sixty and is still facing as many as ten to twenty years of work. The world, from technology to so much else, is changing too fast for a front-loaded educational approach to make any sense.

Reinforcing this last point is the change in US unemployment. As of this writing, some 40 percent of America’s unemployed, or 5 million adults, have been unemployed for more than six months.8 With every day that passes, the mismatch between the skills of the individual and the needs of the workplace is likely to grow. This gap poses a threat not just to these individuals but to American economic growth and social cohesion.9 Making it all the more frustrating is that hundreds of thousands of jobs are going begging, unfilled because employers cannot find qualified individuals. The scale of this problem can be reduced only by making additional education available, most likely tied to the specific opportunity or industry at hand.10

So the country needs to embrace more of what I like to call the “top ’er off” model of education. What anyone learned in school would be the foundation, but it would be assumed that on many occasions he or she would need to learn new skills. If anything, the pace of change is accelerating; it stands to reason that the pace of education must keep up. Additional education might require going back to school for a spell, might be provided by the employer, or might be possible to learn online. The tax system could create incentives of different sorts, from deductions for certain types of educational activities, to tax-advantaged accounts to corporate tax breaks for the training and then hiring of workers. But whatever the approach or blend of approaches, a clear need exists to make lifelong learning easy and attractive.


Infrastructure

This country’s engineers grade US infrastructure—America’s roads, bridges, transit, rail, aviation, power grid, drinking water, wastewater, and dams—somewhere between C at best and D at worst.1 This may not technically count as failing, but it comes too close for comfort and is clearly far from what is needed.

The reason is simple: America’s infrastructure is starved for cash. The United States is not doing nearly enough to maintain its existing infrastructure (much of which is outdated to begin with), much less modernize and improve it. General tax revenues are too stretched; infrastructure must compete with everything else government does or wants to do at the federal, state, and local level, and often comes up short. And dedicated tax revenues have not come close to keeping pace with needs. The federal gasoline tax, the principal mechanism for funding the country’s roads, has been kept steady at 18.4 cents for twenty years now.2 The result is that the Federal Highway Trust Fund now spends considerably more than it takes in.

The direct costs of substandard infrastructure are large and growing. Estimates are just that, but inadequate infrastructure contributes to accidents (which increase health-care costs and keep workers out of work), wastes precious time (hours spent in traffic jams, on slow trains, sitting on runways because airports cannot handle the flow of planes, goods backed up in ports), jeopardizes health, and squanders energy. At worst, we have seen in extreme conditions—such as in New Orleans and its surrounding areas after Hurricane Katrina and in New York and New Jersey after Hurricane Sandy—how inadequate infrastructure can bring entire cities and regions to a halt.

Continuing down this road (so to speak) will have measurable effects, and I am not just talking about more potholes. By 2020, crumbling infrastructure could shave as much as a full percentage point off the country’s growth—a staggering amount, when you consider that the economy averaged only 2 percent annual growth during the first decade of this century.3 Americans waste more than 4 billion hours a year stuck in traffic on congested roads, costing nearly $80 billion a year in wasted time and gas. Nearly a third of all miles driven in America are driven in traffic; in urban areas, it is 40 percent. Car crashes, often attributed to poor road maintenance, “cost the US $230 billion per year—$819 for each resident in medical costs, lost productivity, travel delays, workplace costs, insurance costs, and legal costs,” according to the American Society of Civil Engineers.4

What makes things worse is that the United States is not operating in a vacuum here. While American infrastructure is being allowed to deteriorate, other countries are not standing still. Ten years ago, US infrastructure ranked fifth in the world in terms of quality. A decade later, it ranks twenty-fourth, passed by the likes of Barbados, Malaysia, and Oman. The United States spends less than 2 percent of its GDP on infrastructure, whereas China spends closer to 9 percent; and India, 8 percent.5 This is an investment in the future. The impact on competitiveness will only grow with the passage of time.

There is a national security angle as well. We have to assume that the future will include disasters both natural (e.g., hurricanes, floods, earthquakes) and man-made (e.g., terrorism). Prevention and protection will not always work. When disaster occurs, it is essential that the country as a whole and at the city and state level have the capacity to limit the effects and recover with as little loss of life and economic disruption as possible. A robust and in some instances redundant infrastructure is a critical component of such resilience.

As is almost always the case, there are many things the United States can and should do. Raising the federal gasoline tax would help. Indeed, this would help many times over: it would generate much-needed revenue for highway and bridge repair and expansion, reduce consumption of oil, and result in the release of less carbon into the atmosphere. I appreciate the difficult politics of doing this, but, and as suggested earlier, indexing the tax to inflation would be relatively painless and make a meaningful difference over time.

Many other remedies warrant consideration and in many cases adoption, some aimed at limiting demand. These include so-called congestion pricing (fees imposed on certain days and at certain times to discourage travel in crowded areas at the most crowded times) and user fees (tolls for roads, bridges, and tunnels). New sources of funding are decidedly necessary, given that government resources are already overstretched. Public-private partnerships such as a local or national infrastructure banks could seed and coordinate projects, with the bulk of the resources coming from the private sector (including from overseas investors) and paid back over time by user fees. Such private-sector mechanisms are essential, as there is no way governments at any level will be able to come up with sufficient dollars to fund even a modest portion of what is required.

There is one other reason to head down this path. Improving infrastructure would not only boost American economic growth, improve public safety, and increase this country’s competitiveness, it would provide employment for those working on the projects and living near them. It is rare in the public policy arena that one encounters win-win propositions, but rebuilding this country’s infrastructure has the potential to be one of them.


Immigration

Immigration is another realm of policy that, by its very nature, spans the domestic and the international. It is also one of the most divisive and controversial. Efforts to pass legislation that would reform the immigration system in part or in whole have come to little for more than two decades. How the politics of this issue play out will have far-reaching effects on American society, the US economy, and US foreign policy.1

The issue of immigration policy and possible reform can be best understood by separating it into three parts. The first and most familiar is that of preventing illegal entry. This is, on the one hand, a national security issue. In the post-9/11 era, there is understandable concern about people entering the United States illegally; that said, it is worth pointing out that the 9/11 attacks were committed by those who had been granted legal admission (although several overstayed their visas or otherwise violated them).2 It is also an economic security issue, as organized labor and others have viewed illegal workers as a threat to Americans who are looking for jobs. The result is enhanced efforts to make it more difficult to enter the country illegally, such as increased border patrols and barriers; also, to reduce incentives to come here illegally, such as by making would-be employers liable for civil and criminal penalties. Recent numbers suggest US policy is largely working, in part because illegal entry has become more difficult, in part because the absence of jobs in the United States (and their relative abundance in Mexico, which is enjoying a higher rate of growth than the United States) has dramatically reduced the incentive of people looking for work to try to come to this country.3 Smaller families in Mexico are also reducing the number of potential immigrants. The immigration problem could soon be one of too few and not too many people coming from south of the border.

The second dimension and increasingly the most difficult to resolve is the status of the 11 million or so men, women, and children in this country who have arrived or remained illegally. The option of forcing them to leave does not pass the serious test. The real question is whether they are forced to linger in their current situation or allowed to travel along a path that would result in normalization and legalization of their status, be it as full citizens or something else. The argument against establishing such a path is that it would penalize those waiting patiently to enter legally and that it would create a precedent that might encourage even more people to enter or stay illegally in the hope that one day they, too, will be forgiven. (This is a version of what economists call moral hazard.) Against these concerns are the arguments that current policy is forcing some 11 million people to live in the shadows, limiting what they can contribute to this country. There are both humanitarian and economic reasons for normalizing the situations of most of these people using criteria that favor those with education, who have an employment record, have met tax obligations, who have performed national service, and have no criminal record.4 Requiring that individuals meet these tests, and making sure the process of normalization or legalization is a gradual one that could take one or even two decades, should deal with many of the concerns expressed by opponents.

The most relevant dimension of immigration policy for America’s future competiveness is the least discussed and least controversial. It involves legal immigration. At issue are the total numbers and, more important, the makeup of those numbers.

Current policy is less the result of a single decision than the composite effect of many decisions made over decades. The result is a complicated array of categories and numerical ceilings that serves no clear purpose. The dominant consideration affecting those awarded permanent residence is family unification. Of the slightly more than one million individuals who obtain permanent resident status or green cards each year (a number, by the way, that has not increased for over a decade now), roughly two-thirds do so on the basis of being a spouse, child, brother, sister, or parent of an American citizen or green card holder. Another relevant statistic is that a bit more than half of the green cards issued annually go to individuals already living in the United States. Of the one million or so people granted permanent resident status in a year, approximately 140,000 are for reasons related to employment—and less than half of these went in 2011 to “professionals with advanced degrees or aliens of exceptional ability”; that is, those most in a position to make an appreciable economic difference.5

Temporary visas are another way to understand immigration policy. The most relevant category in this context is H-1B visas, available to those working in specialty occupations. Such visas (which allow people to stay for three or six years) are capped at 65,000 per year, or 85,000 if additional visas for holders of advanced degrees from American universities are included. The basic cap of 65,000 goes back more than twenty years, to the Immigration Act of 1990. Temporary increases in the number of H-1B visas introduced in 1999 and 2000 were allowed to lapse.6

The number of green cards and visas does not come even close to meeting the demand for workers with advanced degrees and special skills. One result is that companies (Microsoft but one of many) have elected to build facilities in Canada and elsewhere because they cannot hire the number of qualified workers they need. (This also reflects problems in American education, as discussed earlier.) A more general consequence of its immigration laws is that the United States is less competitive than it ought to be. There is a real connection between immigrants and both entrepreneurship and innovation. The 2010 US Census found that 5.1 percent of naturalized citizens were employed in their own businesses, compared with 3.7 percent of native-born Americans. In Massachusetts, immigrants make up only 14 percent the state’s population, but founded 61 percent of its new businesses in 2008. A 2011 report by the Partnership for a New American Economy found that immigrant entrepreneurs established nearly 20 percent of all Fortune 500 companies, generating $1.7 trillion in annual revenue and employing nearly 4 million people worldwide. A separate study found that, between 1995 and 2005, 25 percent of new technology and engineering companies were founded or cofounded by foreign-born entrepreneurs, creating 450,000 jobs. In 2006, immigrants received 40 percent of US science and engineering PhDs and 60 percent of the computer science ones. Sixty percent of postdoctoral researchers in these fields are foreign born. More than half the recent labor force growth in this country has been fueled by immigration, allowing the United States largely to avoid the working population declines seen in Japan and Europe.7

American lawmakers and interest groups may be oblivious to such a correlation, but other governments are not. Canada, Australia, and the United Kingdom have introduced an immigration policy based on the attributes of applicants; points are awarded for education and skills and the like, and those who score sufficiently high are admitted. The caps on its ability to accept such people thus hits the United States twice: It denies itself the best talent, in the process making its workforce less competitive, but channels workers with these advantages to others, making its competitors better.

Something similar to a rating system should be considered. The number and mix of visas could be determined annually to reflect market needs. Or numbers could simply be increased with businesses allowed to sponsor more individuals. Either way, green cards should be increased for those with needed skills; so, too, should H-1B visas. Simply going back to pre-9/11 levels of H-1B visas (about twice the current rate) would be a step in the right direction. More generally, the basis of US immigration policy needs to evolve, from one of principally family-related concerns to one in which economic criteria have at least equal weight. Immigration needs to be seen for what it is: as an opportunity as much as a problem, and as a strategic instrument. Ideally, the United States would adopt comprehensive immigration reform, to deal with border security, to create a path to legal status or citizenship for the 11 million people already here but living outside the law, and legal immigration, attracting to its shores foreign workers with the education and skills to keep American businesses competitive.

This leads to an area in which education and immigration policies come together because of the failings of each: Despite the fact that the unemployment rate hovers around 8 percent, and despite the fact that millions of Americans are out of work, hundreds of thousands of private sector jobs are going unfilled. One reason is that they require skills missing from the American work force. The United States needs either to improve its educational system so that the unemployed or new workers come to possess those skills—something that will take years or decades if it is in fact willing and able to do it, or to increase opportunities for foreign workers with such skills (many of which were acquired while they were students at American colleges and universities) to come and live and work and stay in this country—or both.


Economic Growth

In some ways the most fundamental task facing the United States is to restore historical levels of economic growth. Growth averaged 3.3 percent for fifty years, from 1960 to 2010, but is currently running at half that. A return to relatively high rates of growth is essential if this country is to maintain is social cohesion and to have the resources and the outlook it will need to lead the world and provide for its citizens.

Why has US economic growth slowed? Some of the reasons are structural, in that they are linked to fundamental changes in the economic environment. Here I would list technological change, which in many instances has made certain jobs redundant, along with globalization and the growing competition from others who can produce goods of equal quality at a lower cost. At the same time, some of the reasons for the slowdown are more cyclical, the result of specific circumstances, such as the 2008 financial crisis.

The consequences of prolonged low growth (and the continued stagnation or, in many cases, fall in the incomes of many American households) would be serious and potentially dire. Fewer resources could be tapped for international involvement; the US role in the world would necessarily be more limited than interests and conditions would warrant. The American public would become more preoccupied with national rather than international challenges. Friends and foes alike would have to recalculate based on what the United States could be expected to do. The appeal of the US political and economic model would also be distinctly limited. The net result would be a world less peaceful, less free, and less prosperous. Prolonged low growth would also affect the full range of services and the quality of life within the country; if growth were sufficiently low for an extended period, it would threaten the very fabric of American society.

Sustained higher growth will only come about if a number of factors discussed here line up: much greater budgetary discipline, a smart energy policy, improved K–12 education, modernized infrastructure, and increased strategic immigration.1 There is a potential virtuous cycle here: Investing in the prerequisites of growth will increase growth, which in turn will generate more resources for investing in activities that will generate growth. To the list of prerequisites must be added particular policies able to accelerate economic growth. Reducing regulations that on review are too costly or put US firms at a competitive disadvantage also qualifies. There is a danger in going too far—what was allowed to evolve in the way of home mortgages is a case in point, as was supervision of some financial activities—but there is no less of a danger in not going far enough.

Another area with great potential to stimulate growth is trade. Think about it: Ninety-five percent of the people in the world live outside the United States; nearly 80 percent of the world’s purchasing power likewise exists beyond America’s borders. Exporting is the way to reach them. The good news is that trade is a proven engine of job creation and jobs. One estimate is that every $1 billion in exports supports an estimated five thousand jobs.2 Imports can also contribute to growth, by lowering inflation and stimulating innovation, although they also can have the effect of eliminating jobs in the short run.

The American embrace of trade has been relatively modest. The American share of global economic output is 23 percent, but its share of global exports is well below half that.3 Another way to portray things is to point out that combined exports and imports represent some 25 percent of the US economy, compared to 62 percent for Mexico or 88 percent for Germany.4 Exports account for only 10 million American jobs.5

What needs doing here? A much higher priority ought to be attached to negotiating trade agreements, preferably at the global level, but if need be regionally and bilaterally. Regional accords between the United States and Europe and the United States and Latin America are worth pursuing in addition to the already-launched efforts to bring about a free-trade zone encompassing much of the Pacific. Trade negotiations should focus not just on removing tariff and other barriers to manufactured goods, but also to reducing barriers to the export of services; promoting the free flow of agricultural goods; and reducing, or better yet, eliminating government subsidies that create playing fields anything but level. It would help if the president enjoyed Trade Promotion Authority (formerly known as Fast Track Authority), which would preclude Congress from amending, which is to say, undermining, already negotiated pacts and instead limit its role to voting yea or nay. It is also important for the United States to press other governments to allow their currencies to float freely (something that will likely weaken the dollar, thereby making US exports more competitive) and to insist on protection of American intellectual property. Dispute-resolution mechanisms should also be built into these agreements so that inevitable disagreements can be adjudicated. There is as well a close connection between building public and political support for a more open trade policy and education: Only with more of it throughout their lives will American workers be able to meet the challenges posed by ongoing technological change and global competition.

A second tool with the demonstrated potential to increase economic growth is increased investment from overseas. Opening up large amounts of American infrastructure to public-private partnerships, where a significant portion of the private funding would come from overseas, makes great sense. There may be selective situations where, for reasons of national security, foreign investment must be limited or precluded altogether, but these ought to be the exception.

Changing the way American corporations are currently taxed has the potential to make a huge difference. US corporations operate under a statutory federal tax of 35 percent of those earnings generated by activities within the United States or on profits repatriated.6 This is a much higher rate than what is customarily imposed in the rest of the world. As might be expected, the effect is to prompt American corporations to build capacity in these other countries and to invest their profits there. Reducing the tax rates for US corporations would encourage investment of profits earned overseas in the United States, in the process creating jobs (and taxpayers) at home.

One last facet of a progrowth program deserves mention: predictability. American corporations are reportedly sitting on $1.5 to $2 trillion dollars in cash, in no small part because it is impossible to calculate a likely return on investment because so many of the factors that would determine return are uncertain. Corporations and individuals want to know about tax rates, regulation, the availability of labor, and other such factors before they make long-term decisions. They also want to be confident that the bond market will not turn against the dollar and force a rise in interest rates; this requires that the federal government make progress on reducing the deficit and remove the uncertainty inherent in frequent votes on whether to increase the debt ceiling. The sooner the government does all this, the sooner the market will get to work.


Politics

What is worth mentioning about this catalogue of problems (or challenges, if you prefer) is that none is insoluble and none exists because of a lack of resources or talent or ideas. Rather, all are man-made, or, in this case, American made. The good news is that they can be fixed. The not-so-good news is that the same reason they exist will make it hard to fix them: politics.

Will America’s politics allow the United States, for more than sixty-five years the principal power in the world, to continue to play that role? The answer is anything but clear, as the gap is widening between America’s internal challenges and the capacity of the country’s leaders and institutions to meet them. The biggest and most immediate threat to the United States is the growing inability of the American people and the American political system to forge and sustain policies at home that will allow the country to stay strong and meet the threats (and exploit the opportunities) that will characterize the twenty-first century.

The preferred alternative would be for America’s political leaders—mostly Congress and the executive branch, although governors and mayors have an important role to play as well—to agree on a plan for modernizing the country’s infrastructure; reducing the deficit; improving American education; and promoting faster growth through expanded trade, increased foreign investment, and a much-revised corporate tax code. This leads to a new question: Is American politics up to the challenge? We cannot rely upon sanguine predictions that the country has worked its way through difficult challenges in the past and will do so again; to the contrary, all too much evidence suggests that the current political system is not willing and able to act, be it to reduce spending in popular entitlement programs or to increase taxes sufficiently, given the unpopularity of doing so. The causes are many, and include:

      •   The way congressional districts are drawn increasingly makes for “safe” Democratic and “safe” Republican seats. This allows candidates to win without needing to appeal to centrists of either party or independents, resulting in members of Congress who increasingly play out the political game closer to one or the other end zone rather than at midfield. That said, that the Senate (which in no way can be gerrymandered) is as polarized as the House of Representatives suggests that something larger is at work here. Some political scientists now speak of a “geographic sorting” of voters in which “communities and regions of the country have become more homogenous—politically, ideologically, demographically, and in terms of ‘way of life.’”1

      •   Funding of politics is increasingly an individual matter. Thanks to a number of Supreme Court decisions, candidates depend much less on parties to funnel resources in their direction. Political action committees (PACs) of all sorts operate with little constraint, constituting an all but unregulated shadow political financing system. The result is to make it more difficult to forge broad coalitions and assert influence over (much less exercise control of) more radical voices.

      •   Due to the explosion in the number of television channels, thanks to cable and satellite, television (as well as radio) now “narrowcasts” as much as it broadcasts. The country has come a long way since tens of millions of citizens had the common evening experience of watching one of three nightly news programs. The result is a more divided and less knowledgeable society.

      •   The Internet has a similar effect. Again, people tend to gravitate toward blogs and other material that reinforces their leanings and, increasingly, prejudices. Also missing is much in the way of editing or quality control over the accuracy or adequacy of information.

      •   More than anything else, special interests have crowded out the general interest in much of American politics. Minorities that care intensely about a specific set of issues (and whose members vote in large numbers and give money in large amounts) have far greater influence than do majorities whose commitment is limited and whose views are more nuanced. Entitlement reform, just to name one issue, is extraordinarily difficult because of the organized clout of senior citizens. The National Rifle Association has done the same to gun control. Public sector unions are one reason education reform is as tough as it is.2

These problems are easier to list than to resolve. It is true that America’s founders designed a political process that institutionalized checks and balances, and preferred too little to too much efficiency lest the country risk sliding back into tyranny. But the current gridlock goes far beyond what they or anyone else could have imagined, with results that are increasingly dysfunctional. We have a moved a long way away from what Alexander Hamilton argued in “Federalist No. 85”: “The compacts which are to embrace thirteen distinct states in a common bond of amity and union must as necessarily be a compromise of as many dissimilar interests and inclinations.”

Still, some things can and should be done. In the case of the Senate, it would make sense to ban so-called holds in which a single member can block a vote on a presidential appointment. Agreeing to schedule all votes within a set period of time would be a step forward. Far more important would be to make it more difficult to carry out filibusters in the Senate and less difficult to bring bills to the floor for debate and vote. Right now it takes a super-majority (61 votes) to cut off debate; this cedes too much blocking power to the minority. Also of use would be a reorganization of congressional committee structures to reduce overlapping jurisdictions; where that cannot be avoided, it would be a major efficiency gain for executive branch officials if Congress were to hold more joint hearings. Increasing grants of fast-track authority (which allow the executive to negotiate accords with other countries and then limit Congress to an up or down vote, rather than the right to amend, something that would force a renegotiation) would make it much less difficult for the United States to promote trade and other international agreements.

Some reforms beyond the scope of how Congress operates could also have constructive impact. Taking the power to draw congressional districts away from state legislatures and governors (and handing it to politically balanced appointed commissions) is one good idea already in effect in many states. Opening up congressional as well as presidential primaries to all voters (and not just those registered in the party) would almost certainly strengthen the hand of candidates appealing for centrist voters. Several states including California now have open, integrated primaries in which all legitimate candidates can compete.3 A third-party movement built around set of principles designed to appeal to more conservative Democrats, more moderate Republicans, and Independents (who represent a plurality of all registered voters) could either become a serious alternative or develop ideas that the two established parties might decide to accept so as to co-opt those attracted to these positions. Increased free access to television and radio for candidates above a specified threshold of support would reduce the cost of running for office and hence reduce the need for funds; such reform makes sense regardless of whether campaign finance reform (and limiting what can be spent on campaigns) proves possible, given recent rulings of the Supreme Court. Making it easier to register and vote should strengthen the political center, as would the more radical idea of compulsory voting, something that is the law in Australia and a number of other countries. A less radical reform that would strengthen the center is the abolition of the electoral college, which among its many flaws gives disproportionate influence to a relative handful of voters in a small number of swing states and reinforces the tendency of candidates to appeal to narrow, local interests rather than approaches likely to garner broad, national support.

Notwithstanding these and other imaginable reforms, there is unlikely to be a procedural fix to what ails the country politically, if for no other reason than the very forces that have done so much to make politics difficult have made it difficult to change things, as reforms would dilute their impact and reduce their influence over issues they care passionately about. Worse yet, there are some innovations that are actually exacerbating the situation. Refusing to raise the debt ceiling, for example, prevents the government from financing programs that have already been approved and jeopardizes the government’s credit rating. Particularly troubling is the increased resort to threats of severe, indiscriminate spending cuts if budget decisions aren’t reached by a particular date. Artificial deadlines cannot be a substitute for a functional government process.

What is needed are real solutions if this country is to realize its potential at home and abroad. Such solutions will only emerge, however, with a president willing to make the effort to build national consensus in favor of policies opposed by strenuous minorities but supported by or acceptable to less active majorities. It also needs a revival of a culture of compromise, which would require the emergence of a small group of individuals, from both parties in the Senate and House of Representatives, who are willing to engage in the give and take integral to functional politics.4 The alternative scenario is far less benign: continued drift and gridlock until a crisis comes along that changes the political context so that what was unthinkable yesterday becomes unavoidable today. The problem with this latter alternative is that by definition the crisis would impose terms and choices on the United States and the American people that would be far more painful and costly than what they would have to undertake if it were done voluntarily and proactively. Alas, in the absence of meaningful political reform, it is a matter of when and not whether such a crisis occurs. The only question would be the degree to which the consequences of the crisis are costly to the world and to the American people.


Conclusion

This book is premised on the idea that the world needs American leadership, but that American leadership requires the United States to first put its house in order, something that in turn will require its being more restrained in what it tries to do abroad and more disciplined in what it does at home. This is all obviously desirable. But is it doable? The short answer is yes—but doable is not the same as inevitable.

It is tempting to be glibly optimistic and quote Winston Churchill’s observation, that “You can always count on Americans to do the right thing—after they’ve tried everything else.” But this would be, well, glib. There are, to be sure, plenty of reasons for optimism: America’s many excellent institutions of higher education; its relative (compared to most other countries) openness to immigrants; the availability of venture capital for promising innovations; its fundamental political stability and commitment to the rule of law; a rich endowment of minerals, energy, and water; a population that is relatively balanced in its age distribution, unlike many other developed countries that have the economic burden of a much higher percentage of elderly citizens; and the absence of a powerful “peer competitor” akin to Germany in the first half of the twentieth century and the USSR in the second.

At the same time, there are reasons for genuine concern: a debt that equals GDP and that continues to grow; persistent high unemployment, a growing percentage of which is long term; low economic growth; a K–12 educational system that is not preparing most Americans for a competitive, dynamic world; aging infrastructure; and a polarized political system that is beholden to special interests and increasingly unable to act on behalf of national interests. All this is taking place against the backdrop of a world filled with several dangerous middle-size states, a large number of actual and potential weak states, a rising China, and a host of global challenges going unmet.

The best reason for optimism is that it is possible to identify policies that will help restore American strength: reducing entitlements through raising the eligibility age, means-testing, and other reforms; revising corporate taxes so domestic spending and investment are encouraged; raising tax rates on those most able to afford them and placing a ceiling on existing tax “expenditures”; increasing energy production and cutting consumption of oil and, above all, coal through increased regulation, taxation, and shifting to other fuels; long-term deficit reduction; and doing more to expand trade and attract investment.

There also need to be changes in how the United States does things. At home, a partial list would include allowing more highly educated, talented immigrants to study and then remain in country; reforming health care so there is greater emphasis on prevention and on moving away from a system that encourages treatment and tests over results; curbing the power of public service unions and cutting back their pensions and health-care plans so they are affordable and in line with what most Americans have; creating new public-private mechanisms for funding much-needed infrastructure improvement; introducing national standards on education, improving teacher performance, and facilitating lifelong learning so that Americans will be better prepared to do well in, and adapt to, a highly competitive world.

Abroad, it would mean resisting wars of choice where the interests at stake are less than vital or where policies other than military intervention promise to yield acceptable results; cutting back on trying to transform what other countries are as opposed to what it is they do; and striving to integrate other countries into concerted efforts to strengthen weak states, rein in hostile ones, and build the international mechanisms needed to manage globalization’s most pressing challenges, from encouraging trade and economic growth to thwarting climate change, pandemics, terrorism, and nuclear proliferation. Restoring priorities in the geographic sense is no less important; the Middle East has absorbed a disproportionate share of US attention and resources for too long. Asia in particular, but also Latin America, deserves a larger and more consistent place in the conduct of American foreign policy. And there is a strong case for restoring a better balance between military and nonmilitary instruments of national security.

But none of this will just happen. For the United States to stop underperforming at home, it will require real leadership, defined here as a willingness to advocate policies that are inconsistent with the narrow interests of many groups and individuals but that would be good for the society and the country as a whole. It will require leveling with the American people about the consequences of not meeting the country’s challenges and what it will take to meet them. It will require taking on numerous sacred cows. It will require compromise and a degree of bipartisanship.

And for the United States to stop overreaching abroad, it will have to accept the limits to what can be accomplished and in some cases needs be accomplished. It will require setting priorities and making choices—often hard choices. It will require explaining to the American people why the government is doing what it is doing—and, implicitly, why it is not doing other things. This, too, will require real leadership.

There are three alternatives to real leadership. One is drift, which is pretty much what this country has experienced for the past decade. Business as usual, though, would likely bring about the second alternative: crisis. It could come in many forms, including an economic disaster imposed by a world that tires of lending dollars to the United States. A third alternative—faux leadership in the form of populism that would deepen social divisions without fixing problems—would be the worst of all outcomes.

It may not be realistic to do what is being called for here in these pages and survive, much less thrive, politically. It may not be possible within either of the two existing parties; it certainly won’t be easy, given the twenty-first century’s 24/7 Internet and media environment.

It is, however, possible. We have seen it in recent decades, in the Reagan era commission on social security, the Andrews Air Force Base budget deal agreed to by George H. W. Bush, or in the Clinton administration’s success in turning a budget deficit into a surplus. The country rallied in the wake of 9/11, as it did (at least on occasion) in the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis. We have also seen support across the political spectrum for a degree of educational reform, an increase in fuel efficiency standards, and in the introduction of a work requirement into welfare reform.

More such willingness to compromise and work across political lines is critical to America’s future. Much is in the balance. Either the United States will put its house in order and refocus what it does abroad, or it will increasingly find itself at the mercy of what happens beyond its borders and beyond its control. Such an outcome would not be in the interests of either the world or the country. The good news is that such a future can be headed off if the United States does what most Americans already know needs doing.
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I also want to thank Colleen Crawford, the proverbial assistant to the assistant. Colleen was terrific in coming up with what I needed in the way of documentation and in working on the notes that fill the back of this book. Alas, she, too, has learned to speak truth to power.

Sarah Doolin, who is part of the communications shop here at the Council on Foreign Relations, gets my sincere thanks for all she did to see this book gets heard about and read. “Dooley noted” is a treat to work with.

And as always, Esther Newberg of ICM defended and looked out for me despite the gap—actually, chasm comes closer to it—in our politics and our sports loyalties.

One last item. As the book flap makes clear, my day job is being president of the Council on Foreign Relations (CFR), an independent, nonpartisan membership organization, think tank, and publisher dedicated to being a resource for its members, government officials, business executives, journalists, educators and students, civic and religious leaders, and other interested citizens in order to help them better understand the world and the foreign policy choices facing the United States and other countries. The CFR takes no institutional positions on matters of policy. All views expressed in this book are therefore my own.

This book is dedicated to Brent Scowcroft. I have known Brent for several decades. We worked as closely as two people can work together during the four years of George H. W. Bush’s presidency. My prediction and conviction is that history will judge the forty-first president to be one of this country’s finest, and when it does, a decent share of the credit will go to Brent Scowcroft, his national security advisor during all four of those years.
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Brent is also a gentleman, but no one should mistake his politeness for anything other than that. He has convictions (many but not all of which I share) and the courage to speak and write them (which I admire). Dedicating this book to him is a small way to express my appreciation for his service to the country we both hold dear, and for his friendship, which I treasure.

Richard N. Haass
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