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Praise for Richard Haass’s Foreign Policy Begins at Home

“Haass delivers a cogent picture of the world and supports it with sharp and precise arguments.” —Foreign Affairs

“A must read for aspiring diplomats.” —American Diplomacy

“Haass persuasively shows that the United States continues to be the indispensable nation. . . . Haass’s writing style is straightforward and uncluttered by jargon. My academic colleagues will not find reference to ‘hegemonic transition theories’ or ‘postmodernism,’ which makes the book much more accessible to a wider readership.” —National Interest

“[Haass] argues brilliantly. . . . [His] prescription says charity starts at home.” —UPI.com

“This informative, well-written book is a necessary addition to any collection providing either experts or citizens with new and rational discussion of America’s place in the world today.” —Library Journal

“Lessons learned from the recent past and presented thoughtfully as a viable new course.” —Kirkus Reviews

“Richard Haass has long been a keen observer of the US position on the world stage, and his must-read book is no exception. Haass rightly explains that if the United States is to continue fulfilling the leadership role it has had since World War II, our country must be more restrained in what it does abroad and put its house in order at home by defusing the looming fiscal debt bomb that threatens our national security and global standing.” —James A. Baker, III

“A concise, comprehensive guide to America’s critical policy choices at home and overseas. Richard Haass writes without a partisan agenda, but with a passion for solutions designed to restore our country’s strength and enable us to lead.” —Madeleine K. Albright

“A perceptive diagnosis and common sense prescription for what ails us as a nation. It is a practical guide for those who believe America’s continued global leadership is critical in the twenty-first century, but who believe it must be anchored in restoration at home and more effective use of all the tools of American foreign policy abroad.” —Robert M. Gates

“Richard Haass is one of America’s most insightful and experienced thinkers. In Foreign Policy Begins at Home, Haass explains why our ability to wield power and influence abroad will depend on our confronting pressing challenges at home. He offers a sobering look at the domestic policies that are undermining our international competitiveness—and a thoughtful roadmap for strengthening America’s position on the global stage.” —Michael R. Bloomberg
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FOREWORD TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

Foreign Policy Begins at Home, published in May 2013, was premised on two themes. First, the United States was overreaching abroad, in particular in the greater Middle East, where it was trying to remake societies and, in the cases of Iraq and Afghanistan, relying heavily on a large, costly military presence to do so. And second, the United States was underperforming at home, in the process allowing many of the foundations of its power to weaken.

The book made the case for two adjustments. One was in the realm of foreign policy: to reduce the emphasis on nation-building and the greater Middle East more generally, recommending instead a focus on more traditional foreign policy tasks, including maintaining stability in the Asia-Pacific region, better integrating North America, and working to narrow the gap between global challenges and the rules and organizations designed to manage them. The other adjustment involved national security: to decrease somewhat the resources (be they economic, military, or the attention of policymakers) devoted to foreign policy and increase efforts directed to rebuilding the country’s infrastructure, improving its schools, decreasing its debt, and increasing economic growth. To bring this about, the book called for a new US grand strategy of “Restoration” that would endeavor to restore the foundations of American power and the proper balances within and between both foreign policy and national security.

As the above suggests, foreign policy and national security, while often used interchangeably, are in fact quite different. It helps to think of national security as a two-sided coin. One side is foreign policy—what a country does abroad, be it diplomatic, military, or in some other realm. The other side is more internal or domestic—all that a country does (or fails to do) to strengthen its economy and society. A country’s national security reflects what it is doing in both domains. Grand strategy is what a country does to advance its national security.

Now, a year later, both the assessments and the recommendations in the book appear largely valid. I would, however, add a third concern, one related to but different than both overreach abroad and underperformance at home. Call it underreach: the risk posed by what appears to be a growing lack of understanding by many Americans of the close relationship between the state of the world—how much stability, how much prosperity—and the state of the United States. The result is that isolationism is making something of a comeback.

Isolationism was discussed only briefly in the first edition. Like underperformance and overreach, it stems from within the body politic and crosses party lines. And as is the case with political dysfunction, it raises questions in the minds of others about American reliability, something that tends to lead friends to act more independently and foes more assertively.

Isolationism can be a deliberate strategy or the result of cavalier disregard for the implications of domestic policies for the US role in the world. It can be spurred, as well, by those who exaggerate the costs of what it takes to be effective in the world and the consequences of those costs for what needs doing at home, be it improving schools or infrastructure. The reality is that at or near current levels of spending on defense there is no guns versus butter tension in US national security; to the contrary, the United States can and should have its cake and eat it.

No matter what the inspiration, the emergence of modern isolationism is deeply troubling. The United States cannot thrive at home in a world of turmoil—and the world will move in the direction of turmoil absent consistent American leadership. This is not hubris but a statement of fact: order cannot be expected to just materialize, and no other country or group of countries has the capacity and commitment to bring it about. American foreign policy needs to begin at home, but it cannot end there.

Each of these three threats to American national security—overreach, underperformance, and underreach—is home grown, things we do to ourselves rather than have done to us. The biggest threat to US national security stems from the growing political dysfunction at the federal level. States, cities, and municipalities are in some instances doing better, possibly because local officials tend to be held accountable by residents for getting things done that visibly affect their lives, whereas members of Congress and at times presidents (in what can seem like distant Washington) often are rewarded for what it is they prevent. But certain things can only be done (or done at scale) at the federal or national level, so Washington’s failures are the country’s.

The sad truth is that many things have gotten worse over the past year. There was the sequester, the government shutdown, and finally the near default in October 2013. The sequester is bad public policy. It makes little distinction between spending that constitutes investment in the country’s future (be it human or physical) and other spending that does not. The sequester also dampens domestic demand (by cutting back government spending) at a time the economy is growing at roughly half its post–World War II average. Finally, the sequester fails to tackle long-term entitlement obligations that will build significantly over the next decade as baby boomers retire and age in large numbers. The impact on the debt promises to be substantial starting later this decade and then much worse over time. Near-term reductions in annual deficits and the sort of budget accord reached in December 2013 do not alter this reality.

A far better approach to the budget would be one that increases spending in the short term on undertakings that qualify as investment while reducing entitlement obligations down the road. Realistic possibilities for reining in Social Security spending include revising the way inflation is calculated and increasing the age of eligibility; as for Medicare, reforms also include raising the age of eligibility and increasing co-payments. Ironically, the sequester (by reducing the deficit in the near term) may have made it more difficult to tackle the challenge of entitlement reform, giving the erroneous impression that the problem is not as severe as many have suggested. But the day of reckoning has only been delayed, and it is not that far off. Alas, building the needed bipartisan support for entitlement changes may be a bridge too far for the foreseeable future.

The result is that debt remains a major problem for the United States. It fuels a need for large inflows of funds from abroad, potentially giving others leverage over US policies. It could also force an increase in US interest rates if lenders conclude that the risk of default requires higher returns to offset them. Higher rates would require much higher payments on the debt, in the process crowding out other, productive uses for federal funds. Higher rates would also slow economic activity. The result would be a vicious rather than virtuous cycle. The case for gradual debt reduction, an argument central to the first edition of this book, remains compelling.

Getting the deficit and cumulative debt under control are not simply ends in themselves but also a means to an end, in that doing so would create conditions for higher levels of economic growth. US growth rates in recent years have hovered just below 2 percent; as noted above, this is about half the modern average. The result is stagnant household incomes and low levels of employment. (Unemployment statistics are not a good gauge as they can be artificially low if people give up looking for work.) There are some recent signs of progress. But sustained high-level growth is possible, and could come from a mixture of policies, including immigration reform, trade pacts that expand exports, corporate tax reform, lower individual income tax rates, limiting tax loopholes (tax expenditures), improving education, reducing onerous regulations, and infrastructure modernization. Again, the problem is less a lack of ideas or options than it is a lack of consensus and a willingness to compromise.

The government shutdown in October 2013 was less a matter of bad policy than it was questionable politics. Many Republicans were motivated by their opposition to the Affordable Care Act (ACA), or Obamacare. Opponents of the ACA are within their rights to work to amend or repeal it by vote; failing that, to work to elect individuals to office who share their views and who are prepared to support amendment or repeal. But the US government cannot function if opposition to specific laws brings the government to a standstill.

The near default (which would have been triggered by a refusal to raise the so-called debt ceiling) was odd, in that votes to raise the debt ceiling are not a mechanism for increasing spending but simply a device to pay for what has already been bought as a result of decisions on discretionary spending, entitlements, defense and national security, and taxation. But the uncertainty over what Washington would do unnerved a world that holds trillions of dollars in reserves and is dependent on the dollar as the de facto global currency. Many viewed this vote as a proxy for the willingness and ability (or lack thereof) of the United States to play a responsible global role.

Fixing what appears to be a broken political system is easier said than done for a host of reasons, in part because many of the forces and actors that have made it what it is tend to resist changes that promise to dilute their influence. But special interests that bring money and intensity to one side of an issue can be offset by interests that are prepared to commit as much in the way of resources and time on the other side. Some are trying to do just this in the realm of gun control. Reforms that bring about open primaries and take away the power from state legislatures to draw congressional districts (and give the power to nonpartisan commissions, as is the case in California) can lead candidates to appeal to the political center. And as we have seen countless times throughout history, presidents can make a difference by what goals they choose to make a priority and by how relentlessly they pursue them.

For now, though, the mixture of sequester, shutdown, and near default has had a rash of consequences. They slowed US economic growth; delayed the passage of comprehensive immigration reform, which by providing a home to the most talented entrepreneurs and workers would likely contribute to US competitiveness and growth; detracted from the appeal of the American political model at a time the United States was making great efforts to promote democracy in the world; and absorbed massive amounts of time and attention on the part of government officials, among other things rendering it impossible for President Obama to make a long-scheduled trip to Asia, thus raising questions about the depth of the US commitment to the “pivot” to Asia, in many ways the signature foreign policy initiative of his first term.

Perhaps most important, what took place (and did not take place) in Washington raised new questions around the world about American reliability. Such questions did not arise in a vacuum. To the contrary, they were already acute in the aftermath of President Obama’s ill-advised, eleventh-hour decision to request authority from Congress to use military force against the government of Syria in the wake of its having used chemical weapons. What made Obama’s decision so troubling was that, as he himself acknowledged, he already possessed all the authority he needed, there was great precedent for not approaching Congress for such limited military action, and he had already established Syrian use of chemicals as a red line that would be met with a strong US response. Forfeited, too, was a chance to reinforce the norm against any use of weapons of mass destruction.

We have seen a move away from overreach in foreign policy as involves resources. All US forces were removed from Iraq and at most a modestly sized residual force will be left in Afghanistan. The US role in Libya (“leading from behind”) was kept limited; the involvement in Syria’s civil war is even more circumscribed. Indeed, the problem for US foreign policy in the Middle East is less one of overreach than it is the gap between objectives (which are often ambitious in calling for leaders to be ousted or democracy to be built) and what the United States is prepared or able to do to bring them about. My preference would be for scaling back goals; both regime change and democracy should be embraced with infinitely more caution. What has not been scaled back, though, is US emphasis on the greater Middle East. It was instructive that the president’s address to the UN General Assembly in September 2013 mentioned little else. Secretary of State John Kerry has made the region his priority. The reality, though, is that US influence in the region is limited, particularly when it involves trying to shape the character of local political systems. Instead, US efforts should focus on frustrating proliferation and terrorists and on shoring up the security and stability of select friends.

It would be wise for the United States to do more in Asia, where its interests are greatest and where US ability to influence them happens to be considerable. Asia, home to many of the wealthiest and most powerful countries of this era, will much more than the Middle East determine the trajectory of this century. This judgment reflects both the nature of US aims (in Asia, it is to promote order between rather than within states) and the relevance of US tools (both diplomatic and military) for carrying out this task. There is some progress here, including a new commitment to negotiating a trans-Pacific trade accord. What is missing is consistent, high-level diplomatic involvement aimed at shaping the thinking and behavior of such local governments as China, Japan, and South Korea. The risk is that absent confidence in the United States, local actors will take matters into their own hands, something that would likely lead to increased Chinese influence in some instances and heightened tensions and chances of conflict in others.

Rebalancing foreign policy away from the Middle East and toward Asia is not all that needs doing. The gap between global challenges and the rules and institutions in place to manage them is large and getting larger. Many are well known and were written about in the original edition: trade, climate change, nuclear proliferation, humanitarian intervention. The phrase international community is often invoked, but in reality little such community exists.

Two issues, however, now merit additional treatment. Both derive from new technologies. The first is drones. Drones—remotely piloted vehicles, or RPVs for short—can be used for reconnaissance or strikes (for example, against individuals believed to be terrorists). The United States has used them quite frequently for both. And although there is evidence indicating that the number of strikes being carried out by the United States is down, there is also evidence that drone technology has proliferated and will only spread more (to both state and nonstate actors) with time. Missing, though, are any rules governing their employment.

The second issue concerns the Internet. Within the United States, revelations about the National Security Agency (NSA) have triggered intense debate about the proper balance between individual privacy and collective security. What should the government be able to do and how should it be able to do it? There is no simple answer, although I would argue that the pendulum will need to swing in the direction of collective security given the evolving nature of the threat. It is essential, though, that there be adequate oversight by elected officials and, whenever possible, robust public debate.

The international dimension is if anything more complex and controversial. There are no rules regarding espionage (commercial and otherwise) or digital attacks. Nor is their agreement on whether content should in some instances be controlled and, if so, by whom. Again, the technology has far outpaced governance.

At one level the challenge is reminiscent of what was the case some seventy years ago at the dawn of the nuclear era. A new technology with enormous destructive potential had emerged, but there were no rules or arrangements for limiting its diffusion or use. What evolved were the concept of deterrence (and ways to bring it about) as well as ways of using diplomacy and arms control to slow or prevent both the vertical and horizontal proliferation of nuclear capabilities.

The challenge in the cyber domain is if anything more complex. The technology is evolving quickly—much more quickly than anything in the nuclear realm. And unlike the nuclear realm, where the political challenge involves at most a handful of actors, the number of state and nonstate actors, from private companies to terrorists and hackers to criminal cartels, is essentially unlimited. The challenge (in this case, akin to what exists in the nuclear space) is how to permit desirable uses of the technology and limit the undesirable, something that is extraordinarily difficult to do in practice. Given the importance of all things digital, efforts to set rules for governing cyberspace and maintaining an open, global Internet ought to be a priority.

I want to end with two points. Although both figure prominently in the book, they are worth repeating here because of their importance and because a number of readers of the original edition appeared unable or unwilling to understand them. First, to argue that foreign policy begins at home is not to embrace isolationism or in any way shirk from what this country should do beyond its borders. To the contrary, the United States will only be in a position to do substantial things in the world if it has the means. This in turn requires restoring domestic capacity and not squandering it on fool’s errands. The good news is that the absence of a great power both intent on challenging the United States and able to do so gives the United States something of a respite and, with it, the ability to focus more on repairing itself.

Second, the United States is not in decline. To the contrary, it has many things going for it, including a relatively balanced demography, an energy transformation, and an ability to invent and exploit new technologies. The United States still possesses the world’s largest economy and its most potent military. What is more, a hallmark of democratic, market-based societies is their innate ability to correct and adjust. What is at issue and open to question is whether the United States still retains sufficient capacity for correction and adjustment. This is a political question.

The stakes are large. No other country or groups of countries have the capacity, the experience, and the inclination to lead efforts to build global order. It is instructive and ironic that Xinhua, the official Chinese news agency, recently called for a de-Americanized world. But a de-Americanized Asia would be one in which Japan and South Korea would spend more on defense and possibly move to acquire nuclear weapons. It is hard to see how such a change would benefit China or anyone else. More broadly, the alternative to a US-led world is an unled world of growing disorder: more hardship and conflict, less freedom and prosperity. The only question is whether Americans will come together to see that this does not happen.

OEBPS/images/9780465038640.jpg
RICHARD N.
HAASS
FOREIGN
POLICY
BEGINS AT
HOME

The Case for Putting

America’s House in Order






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
FOREIGN POLICY
BEGINS AT HOME

The Case for Putting America’s House in Order

Richard N. Haass

BASIC BOOKS

A MEMBER OF THE PERSEUS BOOKS GROUP
New York





