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Praise for Fuel to the Fire

“In light of President Donald Trump’s aspirational (and contradictory)
tweet-nouncements, this book provides a road map for citizens and schol-
ars to understand the direction of actual U.S. foreign policy. An impres-

sive work of sensemaking in an era of unusual uncertainty.”

—Micah Zenko, national security scholar and coauthor of

Clear and Present Safety: The World Has Never Been Better and
Why That Matters to Americans

“Reading this book won’t cheer you up, but it will make you smarter.
Fuel to the Fire is a comprehensive and dispassionate account of Donald
Trump’s failing foreign policy, and it points the way toward a more eftec-
tive grand strategy. Trump ran for office pledging to rein in U.S. global
commitments, but as president he has repeated most of his predeces-
sors’ errors while adding new ones of his own. Americans want a more
restrained and successful foreign policy, but this clear-eyed, hard-hitting

book explains why Donald Trump is not providing it.”

—Stephen M. Walt, Robert and Renée Belfer Professor of
International Affairs at Harvard University’s John F. Kennedy

School of Government

“At a time when American foreign policy is badly in need of a reboot,
this provocative, powerfully argued call to move past a failing insistence

on militarized primacy is a welcome addition to the debate.”

—DBen Rhodes, deputy national security adviser to
President Barack Obama, 2009-2017

“In an age where news channels struggle to keep up with Twitter, keep-
ing things in perspective is next to impossible. That’s why Fuel to the Fire
is so critical, looking to the long-term implications of America’s ailing
approach to foreign policy and offering necessary policy prescriptions

to set things back on track. A book for our current times and beyond.”

—Ian Bremmer, Eurasia Group and GZERO Media



“Fuel to the Fire is an excellent analysis of contemporary U.S. foreign
policy. Glaser, Preble, and Thrall explain how Donald Trump has made
existing policies worse while introducing harmful changes of his own.
They make a persuasive case that Trump’s foreign policy is so destructive
because it pursues the same strategy of primacy as his predecessors, but
with less competence and fewer constraints.

They do a great service in identifying the core of Trump’s world-
view and understanding how that affects his foreign policy decisions.
Their most important contribution is their argument for a strategy of
restraint that guards against primacy’s excesses and failures. It is essential
reading for everyone who wants to understand why our foreign policy

has failed Americans so badly and what can be done to fix it.”

—Daniel Larison, senior editor, The American Conservative

“As scholars, students, and practitioners debate the legacy of American
primacy and the virtues of a more restrained U.S. foreign policy, Fuel to the
Fire should jump to the top of their reading list. Arguing that the younger
generation correctly favors strong international engagement through trade
and diplomacy while eschewing military intervention, the authors argue
for a new grand strategy they believe will prove less costly for American
interests and will enable a rules-based international system to flourish. The
authors’ deep expertise and engaging writing style make this book a must-

read as Americans assess their past, present, and future foreign policy.”

—TJames Goldgeier, American University
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INTRODUCTION

“There 1s no Trump doctrine.” So said Mike Dubke, President
Donald Trump’s communications director in the early months of
Trump’s presidency.! The comment, offered in private during an internal
White House staff meeting about how to brand Trump’s foreign policy
during his first 100 days in office, was perhaps more perceptive than its
utterer appreciated at the time.

To many, Donald Trump’s rise in the Republican primaries and
eventually to the presidency represented an astonishing break with the
Washington, DC, foreign policy consensus that had prevailed from Harry
Truman to Barack Obama. The broad pillars of post—World War IT U.S.
grand strategy, pursued with remarkable continuity from 1945 to 2016,
prescribed an international order made dependent on U.S. military pre-
dominance. Washington extended security commitments to scores of
allies and client states and deployed a permanent globe-straddling for-
ward military presence. It installed itself as leader of the major political
and economic international institutions established after World War II
and relied on the frequent threat and use of force in pursuit of a wide
range of perceived national interests, not merely to protect America’s
physical security. The foreign policy preferences of candidate Trump,
many argued, were a radical departure from these long-standing grand

strategic imperatives.
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“I think NATO is obsolete,” Trump said in an interview with ABC
News in March 2016, roughly two months before he would secure the
nomination of the Republican Party.? The North Atlantic Treaty Orga-
nization (NATO), a security alliance established in the early years of the
Cold War to contain Soviet influence in Europe, had until this moment
been an unassailable element of bipartisan foreign policy doctrine. It
obligates member nations to treat an attack on any member as an attack
on them all. When the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, the United States
kept the alliance in place and later expanded it to the far eastern reaches
of Europe. NATO has come to represent much more than a defensive
security alliance. Washington largely sees it as the fulcrum of peace in
Europe and an institutional model for promoting democracy, extending
economic integration, and allowing the United States to maintain its
leadership of the so-called liberal international order.

Trump’s dismissal of NATO as “obsolete” in a world without
the Soviet Union was consistent with his expressed frustration with
allies’ free riding on U.S. protection. “We are being ripped oft by every-
body,” Trump said in October 2016. “We have to renegotiate these
agreements, because our country cannot afford to defend Saudi Arabia,
Japan, Germany, South Korea, and many other places.”” In addition,
candidate Trump spoke somewhat cavalierly of the prospect of nuclear
weapons proliferation in South Korea and Japan, countries that had
abstained from building their own nuclear deterrents thanks in part to
American security guarantees. This position also sharply deviated from
the foreign policy consensus in Washington, DC, which understands the
U.S.-led international security architecture—centered on U.S. security
commitments and extended deterrence—as a vital and incontestable
American responsibility.

Trump repeatedly called for an accommodative posture toward
Moscow. In verbiage he would use again and again, Trump told Fox
News in April 2016, “If we can make a great deal for our country and
get along with Russia, that would be a tremendous thing.”” And he
told a crowd in Scranton, Pennsylvania, “Wouldn’t it be a great thing if
we could get along with Russia?””® Such comments sounded dissonant

coming from a Republican candidate for president, but they became
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particularly controversial in light of subsequent assessments by the U.S.
intelligence community that Russia had used cyberwarfare tactics to
interfere with the 2016 election on Trump’s behalf.

Trump also boldly attacked regime-change and nation-build-
ing wars, missions that the United States had taken up with increas-
ing frequency in the post—Cold War era, and with conspicuously bitter
results. In the aftermath of the Iraq War debacle and the ongoing mili-
tary quagmire in Afghanistan, public opinion soured on costly ground
wars intended to replace far-off regimes with nominally democratic
ones. However, the national security establishment continues to value
such operations as critical tools of U.S. foreign policy and seems to view
Trump’s rhetorical attacks as a ploy to exploit public war fatigue in a way
that threatens to sap support for even limited military action. Because
the post—World War II order requires a generous dose of U.S. military
activity, Trump’s brickbats led to much establishment handwringing
over the possible crumbling of that order.

Richard N. Haass, president of the Council on Foreign Relations,
argued that Trump stood for a “new isolationism,” a “turning away
from global engagement.”® Hal Brands, a professor at Johns Hopkins
University who served for a year in the Obama administration as spe-
cial assistant to the secretary of defense for strategic planning, warned
that a Trump foreign policy could develop into “Fortress America—a
hard-line, nearly zero-sum approach that would actively roll back the
postwar international order and feature heavy doses of unilateralism and
latter-day isolationism.”” In an essay with Colin Kahl, who served as
deputy assistant to President Obama and national security advisor to
Vice President Joe Biden, Brands wrote that “Trump’s ‘America First’
grand strategy diverges significantly from—and intentionally subverts—
the bipartisan consensus underpinning U.S. foreign policy since World
War I1.”® Thomas Wright, a scholar at the Brookings Institution, sim-
ilarly wrote that Trump “wants to undo the liberal international order
the United States built.”” Mr. Trump, argued Princeton University’s
G. John Ikenberry, “has made pronouncements that, if acted on, would
bring to an end the United States’ role as guarantor of the liberal world

order,” breaking “with 70 years of tradition” in U.S. foreign policy."”
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Eliot Cohen, a political scientist at Johns Hopkins who also served in
the State Department from 2007 to 2009, wrote a lengthy essay in The
Atlantic titled, simply, “How Trump Is Ending the American Era.”"

These frenzied fears about the demolition of America’s enduring
grand strategic duties and prerogatives have proved overwrought. As
president, Trump reaffirmed'?> America’s Article 5 security commitment
to NATO countries, expanded the U.S. military presence in Eastern
Europe, welcomed Montenegro as the 29th NATO member country,
and vowed to challenge Russia’s “destabilizing activities” in Eastern
Europe."” He even exceeded his predecessor’s commitment to America’s
role as Europe’s security guarantor by approving the delivery of lethal
arms to Ukraine—mnot a NATO ally—to battle Russian-backed separat-
ists. Trump also committed to defend South Korea and Japan and took
a leading role in confronting North Korea’s nuclear weapons program.

Trump carried out other policies that fit perfectly within the tradi-
tional post—Cold War U.S. foreign policy playbook. In April 2017, and
again a year later, he ordered missile strikes against Syrian military sites
in retaliation for alleged chemical weapons use by the Bashar al-Assad
regime, fulfilling, in a rather uncanny imitation, America’s familiar role
of the purportedly indispensable nation and punisher of rogue states.
Elliott Abrams, a veteran of Ronald Reagan’s and George H. W. Bush’s
administrations, described the first set of strikes as evidence that Trump
had “finally accepted the role of Leader of the Free World.”"* Democratic
leaders Sen. Chuck Schumer and Rep. Nancy Pelosi publicly endorsed
the strikes, while Trump’s hawkish Republican antagonists, includ-
ing Sens. John McCain, Lindsey Graham, and Marco Rubio, praised
Trump for the move. Ian Bremmer, a well-known political scientist and
Washington insider, assessed that “among the U.S. political establish-
ment,” Trump’s Syria strike was “the most popular action [he] has taken
to date as President.”"®

Similarly, though in the past Trump had decried the war in
Afghanistan as a wasteful quagmire and pledged to “[get] out of the

16 a5 president he decided to send an additional

nation-building business,
4,000 U.S. troops to Afghanistan, thus indefinitely continuing the lon-

gest war in U.S. history. Again, this does not fit the model of Trump as
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a determined opponent of the Washington foreign policy establishment
and the U.S.-led hegemonic order.

In the following pages, we will explore the reasons for these appar-
ent inconsistencies in Trump’s foreign policy vision and implementa-
tion. One inherent challenge plaguing virtually all analysis of Trump’s
foreign policy doctrine, however, must be addressed at the outset. This
point goes back to the ofthand comment of Trump’s former communi-
cations director, Mike Dubke: “There is no Trump doctrine.”

Expert examinations of Trump’s foreign policy preferences consis-
tently give the president more credit for having a clear vision of foreign
policy than is warranted.” While it is certainly true that, as candidate
and president, Trump has expounded prolifically on various foreign pol-
icy issues, it does not follow that he has firm views on international
relations. Indeed, there are compelling reasons to doubt that the presi-
dent has ever systematically contemplated the foreign policy issues over
which he now has ultimate authority. Devising an informed and coher-
ent grand strategy requires a baseline of knowledge about international
relations that the president apparently lacks.

President Trump is probably the least informed, least experienced,
and least intellectually prepared U.S. president in modern memory—
perhaps in American history. “He didn’t know a lot of details,” Steve
Bannon said of candidate Trump. “He knew almost no policy.”"® His
rhetoric reveals mostly policy illiteracy, and he seems to lack the rigor
and acuity to digest new information in a sophisticated way. In an op-ed
in the Wall Street Journal, George W. Bush’s senior adviser and deputy
chief of staff, Karl Rove, lamented that “it appears Trump lacks the focus
or the self-discipline to do the basic work required of a president. . . .
Mr. Trump may have mastered the modes of communication, but not
the substance” of his own policy agenda.”

In June 2017, the Washington Post reported that “[i]n private con-
versations on Capitol Hill, Trump is often not taken seriously,” and
that many “Republican lawmakers . . . are quick to point out how lit-
tle command he demonstrates of policy.”® Trump’s national security
team has had to develop novel ways of briefing the president, relying

on one-page, bullet-pointed memos and lots of visual aids to cope with
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his “notoriously short attention span.”?' As national security advisor,
H. R. McMaster reinvented the process. According to the New Yorker,
the “multi-page explications of policy and strategy” that used to accom-
pany daily briefings were traded for one-page memos after the National
Security Council (NSC) received “an edict” from the White House to
“thin it out.” Even then, the White House reportedly said single-page
memos were still too long and suggested briefing Trump “pictorially.”*

Yet Trump’s confidence in his own expertise has never wavered.
“I understand what’s going on around the world far better than these
politicians do,” Trump declared during the campaign.*® On another
occasion, he bragged that he “know([s|] more than the generals” about
national security issues. These prideful boasts faded somewhat once
Trump had to confront the issues as president. For example, he had
set out a bold position that China was the root of the problem on the
Korean Peninsula and that resolving the impasse with Pyongyang simply
required U.S. pressure on Beijing. But the president later admitted in an
interview with the Wall Street Journal that, “after listening for 10 min-
utes” to Chinese president Xi Jinping explain the history of China and
Korea, “I realized it’s not so easy.”**

However, it is far from obvious how much Trump has internalized
these brief introductions to the policy basics by advisers and world lead-
ers. “[M]any of America’s closest allies have concluded that a hoped-for
‘learning curve’ they thought would make President Trump a reliable
partner is not going to happen,” the Washington Post reported in October
2017. A top European diplomat said, “The idea that he would inform
himself, and things would change, that is no longer operative.”*

One of the most remarkable on-the-record assessments of President
Trump’s policy ignorance and unpreparedness came from Republican
Sen. Bob Corker. He had been an early backer of Trump in 2016 and
was chair of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee when he tweeted
that “the White House has become an adult day care center.”* He later
explained to the New York Times that the president was treating the pres-
idency like “a reality show.” “I know for a fact that every single day at
the White House,” Corker explained, “it’s a situation of trying to con-

tain him,” referring to “the tremendous amount of work that it takes by
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people around him to keep him in the middle of the road.”* The senator
went so far as to say that the “adults in the room”—experienced but
now departed practitioners including Secretary of Defense James Mattis,
Chief of Staff John Kelly, Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, and National
Security Advisor H. R. McMaster—were acting as a buffer between
the volatile Trump and the real world. These officials, Corker declared,
“separate our country from chaos.”?

Most, if not all, of Trump’s foreign policy pronouncements, from his
time as a candidate into his third year as president, have been contradicted
by his own separate utterances and outbursts. It is therefore probably a
mistake to ascribe much of a coherent foreign policy doctrine, or grand
strategy, to the president. Serious inquiry into Donald Trump’s foreign
policy views is highly susceptible to overinterpretation and errant pos-
tulation. Inevitably, though, the president’s sentiments set the tone and
agenda that his administration, however disjointedly, sets out to actual-
ize. Even if he lacks a coherent and informed set of foreign policy views,
Trump does have certain impulses that inform his view of the world.

Specifically, Trump represents a contemporary iteration of the nation-
alist ideologies found throughout 19th- and early 20th-century Europe
and America. However, the president’s crude domestic isolationism—his
penchant for protectionist economic nationalism and his desire to close
off immigration to sociocultural, racial, and religious “others”—does
not extend to the realm of foreign policy. Trump’s version of “America
First” is not about retreating from the outside world. Rather, it is chau-
vinist in orientation and militarist in method. It extols martial glory
and evinces a constant readiness to respond to foreign enemies who
have besmirched our honor or defied our will. Like Trump the man,
Trumpism harps on righteous victimhood and a feartul frustration with
perceived cultural decline and political and economic vulnerability.

Trump is skeptical of allies and antagonistic toward adversaries,
while seeming to harbor a soft spot for authoritarian strongmen (e.g., he
has praised, variously, Russian president Vladimir Putin, North Korea’s
Kim Jong Un, Filipino president Rodrigo Duterte, Turkey’s Recep
Tayyip Erdogan, and the Saudi monarchs). He believes that projecting

toughness and issuing threats yields capitulation from rivals, while a
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willingness to negotiate or accommodate the interests of other powers is
tantamount to weakness and surrender, a naiveté dangerously susceptible
to exploitation by competitors.

Yet some of Trump’s rhetoric, when taken out of context, does
resemble certain ideas in the field of international relations, particularly
certain strains of academic realism that advocate for a more restrained
U.S. foreign policy. Opponents of these ideas in the policy commu-
nity have frequently mischaracterized Trump’s America First views as
variously isolationist, noninterventionist, realist, or restrained. Some
have even gone so far as to explicitly associate Trump with these
restraint-oriented schools of thought, suggesting that he had even the
vaguest understanding of these well-developed ideas. We took particu-
lar interest in these claims, as they implicated our own views. We and
other scholars at the Cato Institute, the libertarian think tank for which
we work, have long criticized primacy and questioned the necessity of
America’s leadership role in the international system. Unfortunately,
attempts to characterize Trump’s foreign policy views have resulted in
respectable critics of the so-called liberal international order, or any-
one with a more restrained view of U.S. foreign policy, being dragged
through the mud—guilt by a tenuous association with Trump, or in
many cases, an imaginary one.

Undeniably, Trump was elected despite saying things deeply at odds
with the view of the U.S. role in the world that prevails in Washington.
In practice, however, Trump has come to represent something like the
inverse of restraint. Most restrainers tend to emphasize the importance
of low-tariff free trade, liberal immigration policies, robust diplomatic
engagement via multilateral institutions, and a reduced U.S. military
role in the world. Trump, on the other hand, has pursued economic
protectionism, restricted immigration, neutered the diplomatic corps,
and engaged in belligerent militarism based on the frequent threat and
use of force on the global stage.

Furthermore, aside from questions of grand strategy, Trump in many
ways represents the antithesis of the liberal democratic values strongly
preferred by most in the restraint camp. Indeed, one of the major lines

of argument in favor of a more restrained foreign policy is that massive
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military establishments and the permanent security state necessary to
sustain an activist foreign policy can have a corrosive effect on liberal
democratic values in the domestic sphere. Donald Trump’s political and
ideological inclinations are unusually authoritarian by the standards of
contemporary U.S. political culture. He is prone to conspiracy theo-
ries bordering on paranoia, he demands loyalty from officials in federal
departments that are supposed to be independent and nonpartisan, and
he seems to relish violating long-standing political norms.

For example, Trump pledged during the campaign that he was
prepared to accept the results of the election, but only if he won.? As
president, he has repeatedly threatened to target his political opponents
with criminal prosecution.”® He has condemned the news media as “the
enemy of the American people,” while calling for revoking the licenses
of cable news channels that are critical of him. In true Nixonian fashion,
Trump claims to have absolute power to pardon himself for any crime
and threatened to terminate the special counsel investigation into his
campaign’s contacts with Russian operations to influence the 2016 elec-
tion. He has a general disrespect, albeit based in ignorance, for constitu-
tional constraints on his executive powers, though in practice it seems
more of a continuation of a long tradition of postwar U.S. presidents to
leave the office more powerful and unchecked than they found it.

This book seeks to properly characterize Trump’s foreign policy
doctrine, such as it is. It will explain why Trump’s policies have hewed
closer to conventional U.S. foreign policy than his rhetoric foreshad-
owed. And finally, it will make the case for a genuinely restraint-ori-
ented departure from America’s expansive global military role in the
world. This last part is crucial. Restraint is an idea whose time has come;
actually, it is long overdue. Despite hysterical news headlines and the
ubiquitous elite haranguing about existential national security threats,
today’s international system is remarkably peaceful and stable. The Unit-
ed States, thanks to its geographic isolation and its outsized economic
and military power, is particularly insulated from foreign threats.

Yet our foreign policy does not reflect this benign security environ-
ment. America has been at war for two out of every three years since
the end of the Cold War. About 46 percent of Americans have lived the
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majority of their lives with the United States at war.”® Washington has
engaged in more military interventions in the past 30 years than it had
in the preceding 190 years.* This hyper-activist, heavily militaristic for-
eign policy has not just been unnecessary, costly, and counterproductive
for U.S. interests, but it has also occurred in a period of declining relative
U.S. power. Following World War II, after the other great powers had
been devastated by conflict, the United States accounted for roughly
50 percent of global economic output, making it hard for our ambition
to truly exceed our means. That figure stood at 22 percent as recently
as the 1980s, but today the U.S. share has fallen to 15 percent, and the
International Monetary Fund projects that it will slip to 13.9 percent by
2023.% Such figures mostly reflect the fact that billions of people around
the world have lifted themselves out of grinding poverty, a process aided
by the embrace of liberalism and market economics. Such human prog-
ress should be celebrated. Still, U.S. foreign policy has not adapted; its
goals are suited to a time long since passed, when the available resources
seemed nearly limitless.

Change has been slow in coming owing to the policy consensus
around the grand strategy of primacy, which prescribes an expansive con-
ception of the U.S. role in the world that requires overspending on the
military and the elevation of peripheral interests to the level of vital ones.
A grand strategy of restraint, by contrast, counsels prudence, noninter-
vention in the affairs of other countries, and a more modest set of objec-
tives and interests. It eschews elective wars, unrealistic nation-building
schemes, and the pursuit of hegemony. It draws from a rich history of
U.S. foreign policy in which, as one of America’s preeminent statesmen
(and eventual president) John Quincy Adams put it, America “goes not

k]

abroad in search of monsters to destroy,” and “is the well-wisher to the
freedom and independence of all,” but “the champion and vindicator
only of her own.” Adams warned that if America went down the path

of global dominion,

she would involve herself beyond the power of extrication, in all the
wars of interest and intrigue, of individual avarice, envy, and ambi-

tion, which assume the colors and usurp the standard of freedom.
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The fundamental maxims of her policy would insensibly change from

liberty to force. . . . She might become the dictatress of the world. She
.

would be no longer the ruler of her own spiri

Restraint in U.S. foreign policy is ripe for a revival. Primacy has
indeed entangled us in gratuitous wars of interest, intrigue, and hubristic
ambition, but not, we believe, beyond the power of extrication. Trump’s
entry into the presidency and onto the world stage has fortuitously
prompted a much-needed debate about grand strategy. What America
needs is not Trump’s America First, nor a return to the status quo ante,

but a radical reevaluation of its role in the world.






CHAPTER 1
U.S. Foreign Policy since the Cold War and 9/11

In his farewell message to the American people, George Washington
urged his countrymen to “avoid the necessity of those overgrown mil-
itary establishments” that posed a critical threat to liberty. Rather than
relying primarily on military power to advance the nation’s security and
prosperity, Washington and his successors relied instead on trade and
skillful diplomacy. His “great rule of conduct” with respect to foreign
nations was to have extensive commercial relations, but “as little political
connection as possible.”!

Washington’s contemporaries, and the generation that followed him,
echoed these sentiments. As noted in the Introduction, John Quincy
Adams explained that America would support the cause of liberty with
“her heart, her benedictions and her prayers” but “goes not abroad
in search of monsters to destroy.” To enlist under foreign banners, he
explained, even for just causes, would tear at the fabric of what made the
United States truly exceptional.?

These guiding principles formed the bedrock of the nation’s for-
eign policy for decades. The greatest threat to the Republic during the
19th century came not from foreign enemies, but rather from those
within. The Civil War remains to this day the costliest war in American
history. By the end of that century, however, the U.S. government had

consolidated its control over the landmass that we know today as the
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contiguous United States. It acquired territories in Alaska and Hawaii.
And it wrested away a decrepit Spanish empire’s few remaining posses-
sions in the Caribbean, chiefly Cuba and Puerto Rico, and even the vast
Philippine archipelago, some 7,000 miles away.

Such conquests whetted U.S. leaders’ appetite for a more active role in
world affairs. Woodrow Wilson made the case for U.S. entry into World
War I, not on the grounds that it was necessary to preserve U.S. security,
but that the world “be made safe for democracy.” In effect, Wilson’s belated
intervention bought the upstart United States, by then the world’s wealth-
iest nation, a seat at the big kids’ table. He explained to midshipmen at the
U.S. Naval Academy, that the “idea of America . . . is to serve humanity.™

Still, the American people retained Washington’s and Adams’s
skepticism of foreign military adventures. They briefly forgot, however,
Washington’s positive vision for global engagement through commerce.
Faced with a sharp economic downturn following the stock market
crash in October 1929, Congress erected barriers to foreign trade, deep-
ening a global financial crisis. For years, Americans watched anxiously
but from a great distance as Japan rampaged through China and as Nazi
Germany rose and overran its neighbors in Europe. When U.S. aid to
Great Britain and the Soviet Union failed to reverse the tide, America
eventually became directly involved in the fighting in both theaters.

After World War II, U.S. policymakers took away several lessons
from the first half of the 20th century: first, that global trade was a force
for peace; second, that aggression must be challenged; and third, that the
world needed a single dominant power to enforce global norms—and that
the United States would be that power. The ensuing decades of great-
power peace were taken as proof that these three precepts were correct.

In fact, many factors explain the emergence of peace and prosper-
ity globally after World War II, including economic interdependence
and the spread of liberal values, such as respect for the rule of law and
human rights. The deterrent of nuclear weapons—not to mention the
still-fresh memory of devastating conventional wars—also contributed
to the relative decline of organized state-on-state violence. But U.S.
leaders focused particular attention on the role that U.S. military power

played in tamping down the rest of mankind’s warlike impulses.
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This elevation of military power as the sine qua non of American influ-
ence did not sit well with all U.S. leaders. In his own farewell address to
the nation, President Dwight Eisenhower conceded that the nation had,
for the first time in its history, “been compelled to create a permanent
armaments industry of vast proportions.” Tke rarely doubted that such a
military establishment was needed to compete with the Soviet Union,
but he worried that a failure to reconcile the nation’s means (resources,
public will) and ends (strategic goals) would pose as great a threat as the
Soviet menace. Accordingly, he stressed the need for “balance between
actions of the moment and the national welfare of the future.”

Eventually the United States would prevail over the Soviet Union.
But by then the “permanent” aspect that Eisenhower spoke of had
become clear: the United States retained a military far larger than neces-
sary to defend U.S. vital interests after the Soviet Union’s collapse.

Indeed, as ITke anticipated, the mere existence of a massive

5

“military-industrial complex” created pressures that earlier presidents
rarely contended with. Providing for the military became big business,
and a sizable constituency within the United States—and a key voting
bloc in Congress—was committed to keeping military spending high,
irrespective of the actual threats to the nation. These same voters were
favorably inclined to foreign military adventures.

To be sure, there were countervailing pressures. The bitter expe-
rience in Vietnam, for example, cast a long shadow over U.S. foreign
policy in the 1970s and into the 1980s. The U.S. military competed
for funding with an expanding welfare state, and the Pentagon’s bud-
get ebbed and flowed. And more money didn’t always mean more
wars. President Ronald Reagan promised to achieve “peace through
strength” and pushed through a substantial increase in the military’s
total budget in the early and mid 1980s; spending on procurement of
new equipment more than doubled.® But, with a few notable exceptions
(e.g., Lebanon in 1982, Grenada in 1983, and Libya in 1986), Reagan
generally resisted the urge to use this suddenly expanded force. Like his
Cold War predecessors, he worried that even small-scale skirmishes on
the periphery could easily spiral into large-scale wars with a formidable,

nuclear-armed adversary.
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All told, as the Cold War dragged on, the competition between
the two superpowers was largely confined to the shadows, or obscured
behind proxies and third parties. The United States backed Afghan
“freedom fighters” in the Soviets’ backyard; Moscow supported
Cuban and Nicaraguan allies in ours. Granted, these so-called low-
intensity conflicts did entail risk. Support for the Afghan mujahideen
helped them stymie and eventually expel the Soviet invaders, and it
engendered little domestic opposition in the United States. Only later
did critics note the problems associated with funding and arming a
transnational movement fueled by Islamic extremism.” Meanwhile,
Reagan’s bid to undermine Daniel Ortega’s government in Nicaragua
by providing aid to the Contra rebels—in direct defiance of congres-
sional prohibitions on such assistance—resulted in the most serious
crisis of his presidency.

Such activities were conducted within the context of the Cold War
and under the broad rubric of containment. U.S. policymakers debated
how to fight the Soviet Union, not whether to do so. That started to
change around 1987. Although Reagan had railed against the Soviet
Union as “the focus of evil in the modern world” during a 1983 speech
and famously called on Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev to tear down
the Berlin Wall, the two men managed to establish a working relation-
ship by the end of Reagan’s second term. When Reagan left office in
January 1989, the threat of war between the two countries seemed at its
lowest ebb in recent memory.

But Reagan’s vice president, George H. W. Bush, wasn’t initially
won over by Gorbachev’s charm offensive. Elected in his own right in
November 1988 to succeed the Gipper in the Oval Office, the one-time
director of the Central Intelligence Agency, along with key lieuten-
ants National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft and Secretary of State
James A. Baker III, moved cautiously. During the dramatic days of the
late summer and early fall of 1989, they mostly watched and waited as
the Soviet Union’s allies in Eastern Europe distanced themselves from

Moscow.
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The first act of post—Cold War U.S. foreign policy began on
November 9, 1989, if one counts the fall of the Berlin Wall as the crit-
ical moment signifying the end of that decades-long conflict. The sec-
ond act began within hours of the terrorist attacks on September 11,
2001, and led to the ensuing wars in Afghanistan and Iraq and the
veritable panoply of military operations, intelligence gathering, and
law-enforcement activities associated with waging a global war on ter-
rorism. Understanding each is crucial to understanding where matters

stand today.

Act |: The Post-Coup War Era anp e New WorLo Oroer

Faced with an opportunity to make the world anew, President
George H. W. Bush was purposeful and deliberate. Opportunities to use
the U.S. military in a post—Cold War environment presented themselves
before the full extent of the Soviet Union’s demise became clear. The
brief intervention in Panama in December 1989 to depose the one-time
U.S. ally Gen. Manuel Noriega was consistent with a long pattern of
U.S. involvement in the Western Hemisphere. The Bush administra-
tion’s show of force, involving approximately 27,000 U.S. military per-
sonnel, might have occurred even if the Berlin Wall hadn’t come down
the month before.

But the decision to throw the full weight of the U.S. military
behind reversing Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein’s attempted annexation
of Kuwait in August 1990 signaled an important departure from past
practices. Bush and his national security team portrayed U.S. inter-
vention as necessary—and, indeed, inevitable. “We don’t have the
option to be inactive in reversing this,” Scowcroft wrote.® In fact, a
decade earlier, the United States had refused to take action to halt
Iraq’s invasion of Iran and had even provided Saddam Hussein with
weapons—including technology, equipment, and precursors for chem-
ical weapons—to prosecute a brutal war that may have claimed as many
as 2 million lives.?

In the case of Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, the Bush administration also

invoked a variation on the domino theory—if Hussein succeeds, others
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may try the same thing—and threat exaggeration, including over-the-
top comparisons between Iraq circa 1990 and Nazi Germany in the late
1930s. But the critical context was the end of the Cold War and the
crafting of a new post—Cold War order. “At stake is the shape of the
world to come,” Bush explained to his senior aides."

By January 1991, more than 500,000 U.S. military personnel were
stationed in the region, on Iraq’s border, in Saudi Arabia, and on ships
at sea. Congress passed a resolution authorizing the use of force by a
comfortable 250—183 margin in the House but by a narrower 52—47 in
the Senate. Aircraft pounded Iraq’s defenses for more than five weeks
before ground operations commenced on February 24. A few days later,
Operation Desert Storm was over."!

George H. W. Bush could barely conceal his glee. On March 1, fol-
lowing an address to a group of state legislators, the president exulted,
“It’s a proud day for America. And, by God, we’ve kicked the Vietnam
syndrome once and for all.”!?

Given the incongruity between the claims of what was at stake (an
Iraq poised to overrun a vital region) and what was actually at stake
(governance of a tiny petrostate), Bush biographer Jeffrey Engel posited
a different explanation for Bush’s enthusiasm for waging a massive U.S.
military operation in the Persian Gulf. “What . . . ultimately drove Bush
to act?” Engel asks. It wasn’t so much any intrinsic principle about the
inviolability of national sovereignty and recognized borders, or even a
compelling U.S. national security interest with respect to access to the
region’s oil. Rather, Bush and his team saw the Persian Gulf War of
1991 as a critical test case to prove the utility—indeed, some might later
claim, indispensability—of American power. “It was [an] opportunity,”
Engel concludes, “to demonstrate American leadership, on American
terms.”"?

After the dust from the Persian Gulf War settled, the Bush adminis-
tration set about framing U.S. foreign policy for the post—Cold War era
in earnest.

An early draft of the Defense Planning Guidance leaked in March
1992. According to the document prepared by aides to Secretary of
Defense Dick Cheney, the primary object of U.S. foreign policy was
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to “prevent the re-emergence of a new rival” capable of challenging
U.S. power in any vital area of the world, including Europe, the Mid-
dle East, and East Asia. U.S. power would be deployed in a way that
deterred not only potential adversaries but also critical democratic allies
such as Japan and Germany from “even aspiring to a larger regional or
global role.”"

The logic undergirding this document was consistent with what
Harvard political scientist Samuel Huntington called primacy. “A world
without U.S. primacy,” he wrote in 1993, “will be a world with more
violence and disorder and less democracy and economic growth.”'®

“With the close of the century’s three great Northern civil wars
(World War I, World War II and the Cold War),” explained columnist
Charles Krauthammer, “an ideologically pacified North seeks securi-
ty and order by aligning its foreign policy behind that of the United
States.”"

Huntington and Krauthammer were both worried about renewed
security competition leading to arms races, or even nuclear prolif-
eration. The Pentagon’s draft guidance echoed these sentiments. If
“Germany, Japan and other industrial powers” were tempted “to
acquire nuclear weapons to deter attack from regional foes,” that
“could start them down the road to global competition with the Unit-
ed States and, in a crisis over national interests, military rivalry.”"* U.S.
policy would attempt to nip that in the bud. Accordingly, the docu-
ment pledged to use U.S. military power to construct a security order
that protected the major powers in Europe and Asia, and thus effec-
tively eliminated the need for any of them to acquire nuclear weapons
of their own.

Bush administration officials acted swiftly to distance themselves
from the leaked document, though they seemed more troubled by the
impolitic tone than the grandiose substance. A watered-down version
dropped references to blocking U.S. allies from attaining greater global
influence and instead called for greater burden sharing among like-
minded parties. “Where our allies interests [sic|] are directly affected,” it
read, “we must expect them to take an appropriate share of the respon-

sibility, and in some cases play the leading role.”"
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That isn’t how it played out. Rather than developing capabilities that
might have been useful both for their own defenses and for advancing
global peace and prosperity, U.S. allies largely stood on the sidelines as
the U.S. military deployed hither and yon—from Somalia to Kosovo—

in the ensuing decade.
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Americans’ attitudes toward these peripatetic interventions on the
periphery ranged from casual enthusiasm to anxious indifference.

None of these missions had anything to do with U.S. security nar-
rowly defined. Success or failure threatened neither Americans’ safety
nor their prosperity. Accordingly, the public supported—or at least
tolerated—small wars, as long as the costs were low and the intended
objective noble. Such support was always fragile, however; military
operations that did not advance U.S. vital interests were rarely deemed
worthy of the loss of even a single American soldier.

For example, the first substantial military mission after Desert Storm
entailed some 25,000 U.S. troops delivering food aid to starving Somalis
in late 1992. By the summer of 1993, the operation had morphed into
a hunt for murderous warlords in Mogadishu. It ended with a firefight
in October that killed 18 American soldiers. The cover of Time mag-
azine spoke for many Americans when it asked, “What in the World
Are We Doing?”"® Within months, all U.S. forces were withdrawn.
Historian Andrew Bacevich writes, “Senior U.S. military leaders had
never pressed for an answer to the question of how much bringing order
to Somalia was actually ‘worth.” The firefight [in Mogadishu] revealed
the answer: not much.”” Thereafter, U.S. policymakers went to often
absurd lengths to ensure that images of flag-draped coffins never made
it on the evening news.

But with the specter of a hot war with the now-departed Soviet
Union no longer on the table, U.S. officials contemplated other military
adventures—believing that the risks were low and knowing full well
that the actual dangers of such operations would be borne by the tiny

sliver of the population that had chosen to serve in the nation’s military.
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Writes Bacevich, “the passing of the Vietnam Syndrome” after

Operation Desert Storm

portended . . . a heedless absence of self-restraint, with shallow mor-
alistic impulses overriding thoughtful strategic analysis. . . . As a con-
sequence, in debates over possible U.S. armed intervention, wariness
now gave way to “why not?”. . . . The possession of matchless military
capabilities not only endowed the United States with the ability to
right wrongs and succor the afflicted, it also imposed an obligation to
do just that.?

Put differently, the various decisions pertaining to the use of force in
the early post—Cold War period seem to confirm the old saying, “when
all you have is a hammer, everything looks like a nail.”

Such sentiments are apparent in a famous exchange between then—
ambassador to the United Nations Madeleine Albright and former
national security advisor Colin Powell. “What’s the point,” Albright
asked Powell, who chaired the Joint Chiefs of Staft at the time, “of hav-
ing this superb military that you're always talking about if we can’t use
it?” Powell later recorded in his memoir that he “nearly had an aneu-
rysm.” U.S. soldiers, he complained, were not geopolitical pawns to be
moved around some “global game board.”?!

Albright didn’t merely have unbounded confidence in the American
military’s ability to deliver great things. She also possessed an expansive
view of America’s purpose in the world and the U.S. military’s cen-
tral role within U.S. foreign policy. She expressed less concern about
whether a particular military intervention served a “vital national inter-
est.” Rather, she wanted to know whether that military power would
allow the United States to do good. Most of the time, she believed,
it could.

“My mind-set is Munich, most of my generation’s is Vietnam,”
Albright explained. “I saw what happened when a dictator was allowed
to take over a piece of a country and the country went down the tubes.
And I saw the opposite during the war when America joined the fight.
For me,” she continued, “America really, truly is the indispensable
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nation.”?* She was hardly alone.
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Overwhelming American military power, explained William
Kristol and Robert Kagan in the summer of 1996, “is the only reliable
defense against a breakdown of peace and international order.” They
explicitly rejected “the charming old metaphor of the United States
as a ‘city on a hill’” and scorned John Quincy Adams’s admonition
that “America ought not go abroad in search of monsters to destroy.”
“Because America has the capacity to contain or destroy many of the
world’s monsters, most of which can be found without much searching,”
they wrote, “and because the responsibility for the peace and security of
the international order rests so heavily on America’s shoulders, a policy
of sitting atop a hill and leading by example becomes in practice a policy
of cowardice and dishonor.”*

With the passage of time, we can now see that U.S. leaders’ deci-
sions to use the military didn’t always confirm the efficacy of American
hard power; sometimes they revealed its limits. And whereas Kristol
and Kagan confidently predicted that “the American people can be
summoned to meet the challenges of global leadership if statesmen
make the case loudly, cogently, and persistently,” that wasn’t always the
case either.

Instead, Americans’ enthusiasm for foreign adventures waxes and
wanes in rough proximity to the most recent war. Unpleasant or inde-
cisive wars, such as those in Korea or Vietnam, engender resistance.
Seemingly successful wars (for example, Panama or Desert Storm), breed
confidence—and then, often, overconfidence.

The 1990s were emblematic of this dichotomy. Consider, for exam-

ple, how U.S. leaders approached the nations of post—Cold War Europe.

The United States and Europe

George H. W. Bush tread carefully in his first year in office. Signs of
the Soviet Union’s steady decline were apparent by the spring of 1989,
and Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev had given numerous signals of
wanting to reset bilateral relations. But Bush was cautious. “Faced with
uncertainty, and unsure of the best response, he paused, considered, and

learned,” explains biographer Jeffrey Engel.?* Ultimately, however, after
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a period of thoughtful reflection, Bush and his cohort came to believe
certain things about the post-Cold War order. In their view, Engel
writes, “real long-term peace could be assured only through continued
American vigilance, oversight, and strength.”?

The sentiments reflected in the Defense Planning Guidance, espe-
cially the notion that other countries simply could not be trusted to
provide security for themselves, shone through in the Bush, and later
Clinton, administration’s approach to Europe. Bush administration
officials believed, Engel explains, that “there was simply something
innate to Europeans that made them unable to live peacefully with their
neighbors.” Accordingly, “The United States . . . needed to remain
[Europe’s] nurse and nanny.”?

“The basic lesson of two world wars was that American power is
essential to any stable equilibrium on the continent,” Brent Scowcroft
reminded Bush. James Baker reached a similar conclusion, but he
expressed it more succinctly: “we prevented for 40 years war in Europe.”?’

“The pronoun is what mattered,” Engel writes. “The ‘we’ was not
NATO. Neither was it a grand democratic alliance. It was the United
States.” “The central lesson of the twentieth century, to Bush and
those he gathered around him,” Engel concludes, “was their own
indispensability.”?

By treating U.S. power as the essential tool for ensuring peace in
Europe, Bush and his team subverted alternative arrangements that
might have encouraged greater self-reliance by U.S. allies and part-
ners. By framing U.S. policy around the “basic lesson” that “American
power” had been essential, U.S. officials simultaneously sought to ensure
that it always would be.

Candidate Bill Clinton knocked George H. W. Bush for his
timidity in adapting to the new realities of the post—Cold War world,
but as president he mostly followed along the trail blazed by Bush
and his advisers. The Clinton administration envisioned NATO as
more than a military alliance to balance against a much-diminished
Russian threat. The decision to expand NATO eastward, despite the
Bush administration’s implicit promise to Russian leaders that for-

mer Warsaw Pact states would not be included, reflected this new
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approach—but critically ignored Russia’s security concerns.? Instead,
Clinton and key advisers, including National Security Advisor
Anthony Lake and Deputy Secretary of State Strobe Talbott, believed
that an expanded NATO could be used to stabilize the states emerg-
ing from the Cold War’s shadow and to boost nascent democracies in
Eastern Europe.” The goal was to reintegrate the various European
states—both the old anti-Soviet West and the former Soviet-allied
Warsaw Pact—into a single entity. The notion of a Europe “whole and
free”—George H. W. Bush’s phrase from a speech in West Germany
in 1989 —was equally important to his successor and became the basis
for NATO expansion in the decade after the fall of the Soviet Union.
Post—Cold War Europe would be defined, according to U.S. policy-
makers, by a common commitment to democracy and by the spread of
market liberalism and the rule of law.

Eventually, advocates of U.S. intervention in the Balkans in the
mid-1990s portrayed NATO’s apparent easy victory over Serb forces in
Bosnia as a further affirmation of this vision. The alliance created to
deter the Soviet Union had seemingly found a new rationale.

But that wasn’t initially apparent. Indeed, NATO’s failure to halt
fighting between ethnic Croats, Serbs, and Muslims in the former
Yugoslav republics might have demonstrated the alliance’s waning util-
ity. Ultimately, however, the Dayton Agreement that sealed the Serbs’
fate in Bosnia also helped solidify support for the alliance.®

NATO’s advocates claimed that uniting the countries of Europe
would foster peace in a historically unstable region. The allure of NATO
membership, expansionists argued, would encourage countries—even
historic foes—to resolve disputes peacefully. Supporters pointed to the
experience of Germany and France in the 1950s and ’60s, and Turkey
and Greece in the 1980s, as evidence of the pacifying eftect of binding
former adversaries together as allies.

National Security Advisor Lake explained that Americans must
remain committed to NATO—even in the absence of the Soviet threat—
because insecurity in any part of Europe would inevitably affect security
in the United States. “History has taught us that when Europe is in

turmoil, America suffers, and when Europe is peaceful and prosperous,
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America can thrive as well,” Lake explained.” Clinton echoed these
sentiments in a speech at the U.S. Military Academy at West Point:
“Europe’s fate and America’s future are joined.”**

There was broad, bipartisan support for expansion within the U.S.
foreign policy establishment. Liberal Democrats rallied to Clinton’s side,
endorsing his vision for NATO as a stabilizing force for Europe and
a vehicle for spreading liberalism and democracy. Most Republicans,
from harsh Clinton critics like Sen. Jesse Helms (R-NC) to moderate
internationalists like Sen. Richard Lugar (R-IN), saw NATO expansion
as a means to seal the United States’ victory over the Soviet Union.*
Locking Eastern Europe within the U.S. orbit might even ensure that
Russia would never reemerge as a credible challenger to U.S. power in
the region or globally.

Unsurprisingly, most Russians were opposed. U.S. and NATO offi-
cials worked to assuage Moscow’s concerns that NATO expansion into
former Warsaw Pact countries posed a threat to Russia. In May 1995,
during a summit in Moscow, Russia joined NATO’s Partnership for
Peace Program. Separately, Clinton and Russian President Boris Yeltsin
traded ideas on creating a NATO—Russia alliance.

Clinton initially did not set a timetable for NATO expansion. He
knew the Russians would not be receptive to the idea. The decision to
delay may have helped tamp down the issue within Russia, and Yeltsin
won reelection in 1996. Thereafter, Clinton administration officials
interpreted the result of that election as proof that Russians would ulti-
mately, if begrudgingly, tolerate NATO expansion. The alliance would
expand eastward, while the NATO-Russia Permanent Joint Council
gave Russia a voice in NATO affairs—but no actual power within the
alliance.?

In May 1997, U.S. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright laid out
guidelines for the expansion—subsequently codified as a Membership
Action Plan (MAP). Going forward, she explained, NATO would not
exclude any European state that met the MAP requirements.”” Later
that year, at a summit in Madrid on July 8, 1997, NATO members
invited Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic to join the alliance.
On May 1, 1998, the United States became the 5th of the 16 NATO
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members to approve admission: the U.S. Senate voted 80—19 in favor.
The opponents included 10 Democrats and 9 Republicans.”® Other
NATO members followed suit, and on March 12, 1999, the three new
members were formally admitted into the alliance. It was the first such
expansion in nearly 17 years; Spain had joined in May 1982. The process
whereby the three countries gained admission became a model to guide
other countries aspiring to join NATO.

Even so, NATO expansion did engender opposition and criticism.
The fights between Clinton and Yeltsin over the issue were among the
most contentious during their overlapping presidencies. Russian officials
disputed that the alliance was truly needed to safeguard Europe’s securi-
ty and were equally skeptical of U.S. and NATO claims that the alliance
posed no threat.*

Many critics within the United States agreed. Military leaders
worried that continuing or expanding the American commitment to
Europe’s defense would strain a shrinking force. An array of foreign
policy experts—including elected officials, retired diplomats, military
officers, and prominent academics—viewed expansion as unnecessary
and warned that it threatened to raise the temperature on U.S.—Russia
relations during what could have been a long post—Cold War thaw. The
veteran diplomat and scholar George Kennan called NATO expansion
“the most fateful error of American foreign policy in the entire post—
Cold War era.”™

Other factors contributed to the controversy over NATO’s eastward
expansion. Threats within and to Central and Eastern Europe had never
been a core U.S. national security concern. The region’s geography
made it difficult for outsiders to defend, and cross-border ethnic tensions
portended trouble in the future. For example, Hungary had always taken
an interest in the plight of the Hungarian diaspora (numbering some
5 million people) in Romania and elsewhere. Unrest in Belarus threat-
ened to spill over into neighboring Poland."

The second round of NATO expansion raised similar issues. Seven
nations—DBulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, Slovakia, and
Slovenia—were invited to join in November 2002, and all gained full

membership on March 29, 2004, the largest single expansion of the
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alliance since its founding. All had followed MAP guidelines, as would
three additional members who joined later—Albania and Croatia in
2009, and Montenegro in 2017.

Looking back on a process that ultimately doubled the number of
states within NATO, even some supporters of the decision to move for-
ward with NATO expansion allow that it might have had unfortunate
side effects.

“Historians will debate the wisdom of NATO enlargement,”
according to Council on Foreign Relations president Richard N. Haass,
and “there is no way of knowing whether the trajectory of relations with
Russia would have been better” had there been no expansion. “All that
can be known for sure,” Haass continues, “is that NATO enlargement
contributed to the alienation of Russia.”*

The Brookings Institution’s Michael O’Hanlon agrees, calling
NATO expansion “the fundamental cause of the problem” that is U.S.—
Russia relations today—at least in Vladimir Putin’s mind. The pros-
pect of further expansion, O’Hanlon writes, amounts to a “doomsday

machine that raises the likelihood of conflict in Europe.”™

The United States and China

Just as Bush, Clinton, and others took as an article of faith that
U.S. power would remain central to keeping peace in Europe, so too
did both the Bush and Clinton administrations believe in the ultimate
triumph of liberal democracy over illiberalism and autarchy, with the
United States leading the way to that promised land. These beliefs saw
their clearest expression in U.S. policy toward the People’s Republic
of China.

According to historian Engel, after the Chinese government’s bru-
tal crackdown on pro-democracy protesters in Tiananmen Square in
May 1989, “Bush worked . . . hard to keep the ‘butchers of Beijing” a
part of the world.”** The decision elicited considerable scorn. Clinton
blasted Bush for coddling the regime and promised to get tough with
the communist government. Indeed, write Derek Chollet and James

Goldgeier, “Clinton saw China as a key test of the commitment to
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defend liberal ideals.” In a major speech after Clinton took office, his
foreign policy adviser Anthony Lake explained that the United States
needed an approach toward China that “reflects both our values and our
interests.”*

Sino—U.S. relations grew tense in the ensuing years even though
Clinton generally avoided criticizing China’s human rights record and
stressed instead the benefits of increased trade with China. In June
1995, China withdrew its ambassador in protest over the U.S. govern-
ment’s decision to allow Taiwan president Lee Teng-hui to speak at
Cornell University. The following spring, the United States sent two
aircraft carriers plus associated escorts into the Taiwan Strait to block
Beijing’s military exercises there, the first such show of military force
against China in more than four decades. But Clinton moved swiftly
to reset relations. “Rather than seeking to isolate or contain or punish
China,” Chollet and Goldgeier explain, “the Clinton team decided to
try to integrate the rising economic and military power into the global
community.”*

The move offended critics on both ends of the political spectrum in
the United States. James Woolsey, an outspoken hawk who had briefly
served as CIA director under Clinton, accused the president of “outright
appeasement” and claimed that “the United States [had] actually helped
create a new superpower threat.”” Liberals were equally dismayed by
Clinton’s decision to ignore China’s poor human rights record. They
also complained that China’s low wages and lax-to-nonexistent envi-
ronmental standards put U.S. workers and producers at a competitive
disadvantage.

But Clinton persisted. Determined to draw China into an interna-
tional order that the United States had helped create, he pushed Con-
gress to grant China Permanent Normal Trade Relations, a step that
eventually paved the way for China’s admission into the World Trade
Organization. Clinton downplayed the economic benefits that might
accrue from increased trade with what would soon be the largest econ-
omy in Asia, stressing instead the geostrategic rationale: it was better
that China have a seat at the table than to be left, angry and resentful,

on the fringes.
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But while Clinton’s attention was fixed on dealing with a future
great power in Asia and on containing possible unrest in Europe, a wor-

risome nonstate threat was arising in the still-roiling Middle East.

Act Il: Ac Qaeoa, 9711, ano THE Huacking oF U.S. Foreion PoLicy

During the 1980s, the U.S. government supported insurgents inside
Afghanistan who fought against the pro-Soviet government in Kabul
and the tens of thousands of Soviet troops sent there to prop it up. The
U.S. effort culminated in billions of dollars of aid, including weapons,
flowing into the country through neighboring Pakistan. The Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia also provided funding and rallied the world’s Muslims to
help drive out the infidel invaders. Over the decade, thousands of “free-
dom fighters” flowed into Afghanistan, and they had reason to celebrate
after the Soviet troops withdrew in 1989.

One of those foreign fighters, Osama bin Laden, later offered his
services to Saudi Arabia, when Iraqi troops invaded Kuwait in August
1990 and seemed poised to overrun the kingdom. He was appalled
when Riyadh instead welcomed U.S. troops onto Saudi lands. Bin
Laden thereafter dedicated himself to toppling the apostate rulers of,
as he called it, the Land of the Two Holy Places (i.e., Mecca and
Medina). He later allied himself with a medical doctor from Egypt,
Ayman al-Zawahiri, who was equally disgusted by the Egyptian gov-
ernment’s alliance with the United States.

Their organization, al Qaeda (“the base”), carried out a series of
terrorist attacks in the 1990s. These included an attack in late Decem-
ber 1992 on a hotel in Yemen that had housed U.S. soldiers and a 1993
truck bomb in the basement of the World Trade Center that killed five
and injured hundreds, but failed to bring down the building. In 1995, a
bombing at a Saudi National Guard training center killed seven Ameri-
cans. Investigators at the scene found a terrorism how-to CD which cel-
ebrated bin Laden as a hero. The following year, a truck bomb attack on
the Khobar Towers, an apartment building in Dhahran that housed U.S.
Air Force personnel, killed 19 Americans; another 372 were injured.

Saudi officials convinced American investigators that Hezbollah, with



30 FUEL TO THE FIRE

Iranian support, was responsible, though all of those involved in the
attacks were Saudis.*®

That same month, bin Laden issued a public call for Muslims to
join a jihad that would drive the United States out of Saudi Arabia.
Less than two years later, a second public message called on Muslims to
kill Americans anywhere they could.*” The 9/11 Commission’s review
of bin Laden’s writings and statements during the 1990s noted that he
had “stressed grievances against the United States widely shared in the
Muslim world.” In addition to his familiar complaint about the pres-
ence of U.S. forces in Saudi Arabia, he also blamed Americans for the
suffering of the Iraqi people caused by sanctions imposed after the first
Gulf War, and he protested America’s long-standing support for the
state of Israel.”’

Bin Laden’s various statements, and even al Qaeda’s occasional
attacks, failed to mobilize the American people to embark on a cam-
paign to eradicate him and his organization. Officials within the U.S.
government tracked al Qaeda’s activities but were unable to kill or cap-
ture its leaders.

Then, on August 7, 1998, the eighth anniversary of the arrival of
U.S. troops in Saudi Arabia, nearly simultaneous attacks on the U.S.
embassies in Nairobi, Kenya, and Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, killed more
than 220 people. Thousands were wounded. Bin Laden finally had the
world’s attention.

He had fled Saudi Arabia for Sudan in 1991, but by 1998 he had
set up operations in Afghanistan. The ruling Taliban were happy to
afford him safe haven, and some Taliban fighters even trained in al
Qaeda camps. Unsurprisingly, after the embassy bombings, the U.S.
government pressured the Taliban to hand over bin Laden and sepa-
rately planned operations to destroy al Qaeda camps and incapacitate
its leaders. Again these operations failed. By 2000, bin Laden and al
Qaeda—and the threat of terrorism, generally—had been the subject of
some media attention. A commission chaired by former senators Gary
Hart and Warren Rudman warned in September 1999 that “America
will become increasingly vulnerable to hostile attack on our homeland,

and our military superiority will not entirely protect us.” The report
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further predicted that “Americans will likely die on American soil, pos-
sibly in large numbers.”

An attack on a U.S. Navy destroyer in the port of Aden, Yemen, in
October 2000—killing 17 sailors, and wounding another 39—generated
outrage but little tangible action. Some in the outgoing Clinton admin-
istration advised George W. Bush and his senior aides to pay more
attention to the anti-terror fight, but that did not happen until after the
devastating attacks on September 11, 2001.

On that day, al Qaeda terrorists hijacked three American airplanes
and dove them into both World Trade Center towers in New York City
and into the Pentagon. A fourth plane, believed to have been bound for
the U.S. Capitol or some other target in Washington, DC, was com-
mandeered by passengers and crashed in a field in rural Pennsylvania. All
told, 2,973 were killed. It was by far the single worst act of terrorism ever
recorded worldwide and also the largest loss of life on American soil as a
result of a hostile attack in U.S. history.”

In an address before a joint session of Congress nine days later,
Bush explained that the United States would “starve terrorists of fund-
ing” and “drive them from place to place until there is no refuge or no
rest.” Equally important, he pledged to “pursue nations that provide aid
or safe haven to terrorism. . . . Every nation in every region,” he con-
tinued, “now has a decision to make: Either you are with us or you are
with the terrorists. . . . From this day forward, any nation that continues
to harbor or support terrorism will be regarded by the United States as a
hostile regime.” Bush said that the U.S. War on Terror would not look
like the wars fought during the previous decade, for example in the desert
against Iraq and over the skies of Kosovo. “Americans should not expect
one battle, but a lengthy campaign unlike any other we have ever seen.””

Yet fear of terrorism served as a rationale for two major land wars
launched after 9/11. The war against the Taliban government that had
harbored al Qaeda in Afghanistan was a logical response to the attacks.
It was important to disrupt the training camps there and put the group
under unrelenting pressure. The need to send a message to other regimes
that might have tolerated the presence of anti-American terror groups in

their midst was also a key rationale.
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Within hours of the attacks, however, a small but important group
of Americans saw an opportunity to go after another target that they had

kept in sight for years: Saddam Hussein’s Iraq.

The Road to Iraq

The Project for the New American Century (PNAC) played a unique
role in building the case for war against Iraq, beginning well before 9/11.
The organization was founded in 1997 by William Kristol, editor of the
Weekly Standard, and Robert Kagan, a scholar at the Carnegie Endow-
ment for International Peace and later a senior fellow at the Brookings
Institution. PNAC organized a series of open letters making the case for
regime change in Baghdad. The first of these, released in January 1998,
called on President Clinton “to enunciate a new strategy that . . . should
aim, above all, at the removal of Saddam Hussein’s regime from power,”
by military means if necessary. Signatories included a slew of Ford,
Reagan, and Bush administration officials, such as former vice presi-
dent Dan Quayle, Elliott Abrams, William Bennett, Donald Rumsfeld,
and Paul Wolfowitz. Other prominent writers and pundits signed on,
including Steve Forbes and Norman Podhoretz. Bush’s son and future
Florida governor Jeb Bush also signed the PNAC letter.>*

That same month, Kristol and Kagan coauthored an op-ed in the
New York Times urging Clinton to block “Iraqi biological and chemical
weapons” by deploying more U.S. troops to the region. An op-ed in
the Washington Post the following month reiterated that Hussein was in
possession of chemical and biological weapons and called for his removal
by force. Several months later, a second PNAC letter again called for
Hussein’s overthrow.>

This concerted pressure campaign bore fruit in October 1998 when
Congress passed the Iraq Liberation Act. The act committed the U.S.
government to regime change in Iraq as official policy. The law also stip-
ulated that opposition groups dedicated to Hussein’s overthrow would be
eligible for U.S. direct financial assistance. The Iragi National Congress
(INC) emerged as the leading beneficiary of U.S. taxpayers’ largesse.
The INC’s leader, Ahmed Chalabi, had been carefully cultivating allies
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in the United States for years. His family had fled Iraq in the 1950s,
when Chalabi was still a teenager, and the INC had been receiving sup-
port from the CIA since its founding in 1992. But Hussein remained in
power through the mid and late 1990s, even as the INC’s coffers filled
with American cash.

The 9/11 attacks proved the crucial catalyst in finally driving Hus-
sein from power in Baghdad—and ultimately to the gallows. This was
odd, given that Hussein and Iraq had not been involved in the 9/11
attacks, a key fact that advocates for war with Iraq worked diligently to
obscure. At times, the misdirection bordered on outright deception.

For example, on December 9, 2001, Vice President Dick Cheney
appeared on the NBC News program Meet the Press. Asked by host Tim
Russert whether there was any information showing that “Iraq was
involved in the September 117 attacks, Cheney mentioned “a report
that’s been pretty well confirmed,” that 9/11 lead hijacker Mohamed
Atta had met with the Iraqi intelligence service in Prague several months
before the attacks.’® In fact, the CIA concluded that no such meeting
occurred and had just informed the White House as much.”” Cheney
chose to ignore the agency’s finding and continued to peddle the
Atta-in-Prague story. Two years later, Cheney again appeared on Meet
the Press. Russert asked if he was surprised that 69 percent of Americans
believed Saddam Hussein was involved in 9/11. Cheney didn’t find it
surprising at all, pointing to “a relationship between Iraq and al-Qaeda
that stretched back through most of the decade of the *90s.” He linked
Iraq to the first attack on the World Trade Center in 1993. And he
repeated “the story that’s been public out there” of lead hijacker Atta’s
supposed meeting “with a senior Iraqi intelligence official” in Prague
“five months before the attack.””® He neglected to mention that he’d
been a key figure behind making the story public.

Chalabi and the INC were a major source of false or misleading
material on Iraq and 9/11, often funneled through New York Times
reporter Judith Miller. Sometimes the stories appeared under her byline.
On other occasions, she shared the information with her colleagues:
Patrick Tyler and John Tagliabue, for example, broke the story claim-
ing that Atta had been in Prague. Another account purported to show
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terrorists training to hijack airplanes at a camp near the Iraqi city of Sal-
man Pak. Chalabi later confirmed to Miller that he had been the source
of both tales.

Another incident involving INC-supplied information was Secre-
tary of State Colin Powell’s infamous speech before the United Nations
(UN) on February 4, 2003. Relying in part on material provided by a
source nicknamed “Curveball,” Powell alleged that Iraq had an active
chemical weapons program that it was concealing from international
inspectors. He showed satellite images of bunkers and buildings pur-
portedly containing Iraqi chemical munitions. Powell reported that “the
existence of mobile production facilities used to make biological agents”
had been made known to U.S. government officials by “an eyewitness,
an Iraqi chemical engineer who supervised one of these facilities.”™ As
with the claims of Saddam’s supposed links to 9/11, however, these alle-
gations ultimately proved false.

Although Chalabi and the INC are responsible for the lies that they
told to build the case for war with Iraq, U.S. officials are responsible for
believing them—and for ignoring the many warnings that the infor-
mation being provided was selective and self-interested. Indeed, many
in the Bush administration—and a number of key outsiders—chose to
ignore evidence that might have undermined the case for war.

Experienced intelligence professionals describe a concerted cam-
paign on the part of key figures within the Bush administration to find
information potentially helpful to the war effort—even if not necessarily
accurate. “We were being asked to do things and make sure that that
justification was out there,” explains John Brennan, then deputy director
of the CIA.®" Veteran CIA analyst Paul Pillar agrees: “A policy decision
clearly had been made,” and the intelligence community was expected
“to support that decision.”®

All told, according to a 2004 report by minority staff of the House
Committee on Government Reform, Bush administration officials had
made “237 misleading statements about the threat posed by Iraq.” Those
implicated included Bush, Cheney, and Powell, as well as Secretary of
Defense Donald Rumsfeld and National Security Advisor Condoleezza

Rice. The report cites at least 61 separate statements “misrepresenting
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62 A Senate investigation in 2006 reached similar

Iraq’s ties to al-Qaeda.
conclusions.®

Key outsiders had also made the case for war with Iraq. In 2002,
Kenneth M. Pollack’s book, The Threatening Storm: The Case for Invading
Iraq, called for “a full-scale invasion of Iraq to smash the Iraqi armed
forces, depose Saddam’s regime, and rid the country of weapons of mass
destruction.” Such an undertaking, the Brookings Institution scholar
insisted, would not be very costly to the United States. “It is unimag-
inable,” he wrote, “that the United States would have to contribute hun-
dreds of billions of dollars and highly unlikely that we would have to
contribute even tens of billions of dollars.” He even seemed to doubt
that many U.S. troops would be killed or injured, pointing to the recent
conflicts in Bosnia and Kosovo in which U.S. forces “have not suftered
a single casualty from hostile action.”**

To be sure, there was opposition to the war in Iraq, including marches
that drew hundreds of thousands in New York and Washington, DC.
Even larger protests erupted in cities around the world. A handful of
think tank scholars, including some at the Cato Institute, made the case
against war with Iraq.®® A letter signed by 33 prominent political scien-
tists and published on September 26, 2002, as a paid advertisement in
the New York Times explained that “war with Iraq is not in America’s
national interest.” The editors had refused to run it as an op-ed.®®

When the first bombs fell on Baghdad on March 19, 2003, 72 per-
cent of Americans supported the decision to go to war, and that number
rose to 78 percent by early April.”” When President George W. Bush
spoke before sailors on May 1, 2003, onboard the USS Abraham Lincoln
under a banner that proclaimed “Mission Accomplished,” the naysayers
and skeptics might have seemed overly pessimistic. Saddam Hussein had
been driven from power, American casualties had been light, and resis-
tance had been disorganized.

But the passage of time would prove the war skeptics correct. The
Pentagon’s official statistics in May 2019 counted 4,423 U.S. military and
Department of Defense civilians killed and another 31,957 wounded.®®
As of this writing, the direct costs of the Iraq war to American taxpayers

almost surely total more than $2 trillion. According to some reasonable
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estimates, the war’s final tally, including disability payments to veterans
and their families over the next several decades, could eventually rise to
$6 trillion.® Proponents’ estimates of what the war would cost American
taxpayers had been wildly off the mark.

Meanwhile, estimates of the number of Iraqis killed during the war
range well into the hundreds of thousands.” A study published by The
Watson Institute for International Studies at Brown University in March
2013 concluded that the war had killed at least 134,000 Iraqi civilians,
but, because such deaths often go unreported, the true toll could be
twice as high. “In addition,” the report’s author Neta Crawtford notes,
“many times the number killed by direct violence have likely died due
to the effects of the destruction of Iraq’s infrastructure.””!

The RAND Corporation’s Michael J. Mazarr calls the “ill-con-
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ceived invasion of Iraq” “a historical misjudgment of the first order.
Conservative columnist George Will noted in 2018 that “it is frequently
said that the decision to invade Iraq was the worst foreign policy deci-
sion since Vietnam.” Will, who had supported the invasion in 2002 and
2003, disagreed. “Actually,” he continued, “it was worse than Vietnam,
and the worst in American history.””?

Steven Bucci, a former military assistant to Secretary of Defense
Donald Rumsfeld, and now a scholar at the Heritage Foundation, admit-
ted, “If we had had the foresight to see how long it would last and even if

it would have cost half the lives, we would not have gone in.””*
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A few politicians had the foresight and were willing to buck the
bipartisan march to war in Iraq, long before the true scale of the debacle
had become obvious to nearly everyone. In October 2002, a University

of Chicago law professor and Illinois state senator explained:

After Sept. 11 . . . I supported this administration’s pledge to hunt
down and root out those who would slaughter innocents in the name of
intolerance, and I would willingly take up arms myself to prevent such
tragedy from happening again. I don’t oppose all wars. And I know that
in this crowd today, there is no shortage of patriots, or of patriotism.
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What I am opposed to is a dumb war. What I am opposed to is a rash
war. What I am opposed to is the cynical attempt by . . . armchair,
weekend warriors in this administration to shove their own ideologi-
cal agendas down our throats, irrespective of the costs in lives lost and
in hardships borne.”

Less than two years later, Barack Obama would deliver the key-
note address at the Democratic National Convention in Boston,
Massachusetts. And four years hence, U.S. Sen. Barack Obama accepted
his party’s nomination for the presidency.”® His opposition to the war
was a critical factor in helping him defeat other, more experienced and
better-known Democrats, including Hillary Clinton, John Kerry, and
Joe Biden, who had all voted for the war in 2002. And Obama’s Iraq war
stance similarly helped him to best Republican John McCain, one of the
war’s most outspoken supporters, in the general election. Young people
seemed particularly responsive to Obama’s message on Iragq.

Ben Rhodes was one such person. The aspiring novelist was living
in New York City when the planes struck the Twin Towers, and he
thereafter turned his attention to national security affairs. He was even-
tually attracted to a political figure willing to buck the foreign policy
establishment. Looking back on the Iraq decision in particular, Rhodes
observes that “the people who were supposed to know better had gotten
us into a moral and strategic disaster.” “You can’t change things unless
you change the people making the decisions,” Rhodes concludes.”” He
went to work for Obama’s long-shot campaign in 2007 and remained
with Obama through the end of his second term.

And at least one other aspiring politician agreed with Rhodes about
Irag, even though they disagreed on nearly everything else. Donald
Trump declared in one of his first major foreign policy speeches as a presi-
dential candidate that “foolishness and arrogance” had “led to one foreign
policy disaster after another” since the end of the Cold War. He promised
to “look for talented experts with new approaches, and practical ideas.””®

Barely six months later, he was president-elect. The next chapter
explores how the dominant strategy undergirding U.S. foreign policy for
the past half century—primacy—tends to lead the country into disasters

like Traq and therefore why some aspects of Trump’s critique had merit.






CHAPTER 2
Why Primacy Doesn't Pay

For the past several decades, and especially since the end of the Cold
War, U.S. leaders have pursued a foreign policy built on American mil-
itary dominance. The strategy hinges on the belief that overwhelming
American power—and especially military power—is the linchpin of
global order. This approach draws on hegemonic stability theory, which
holds that a world order with a single dominant power will be more
stable than one with many such actors. In its role as the global super-
power, the United States facilitates international cooperation by con-
vincing states to forgo arms races and war. This, in turn, generates trust
among potential adversaries, allowing them to engage in mutually ben-
eficial trade." Last, because the United States is a liberal country with
good intentions, the order it oversees is ostensibly liberal and benign.
Indeed, some defenders of U.S. foreign policy describe their approach as
liberal hegemony, or “benevolent global hegemony.”* The order under
American tutelage is seen as relatively respectful of human rights and
self-determination, and it privileges norms of nonviolence over the mere
rule of the strong, where power alone dictates who wins and who loses.
Or, say its defenders, at least liberal hegemony is more attentive to these
principles than the alternatives on offer.

By definition, then, a world with less American military power

would be less stable, less prosperous, and more prone to violence. “A
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world without America,” explains Michael Mandelbaum, “would be the
equivalent of a freeway full of cars without brakes.”> Former secretary
of state George Shultz puts it even more succinctly. “If the United States
steps back from the historic role [it has| played since World War II,” he
explains in the documentary American Umpire, “the world will come
apart at the seams.”™

As such, the United States is “the indispensable nation,” a phrase
popularized during the 1990s. Primacists contend that active U.S. lead-
ership is required to solve the world’s problems; a failure to lead will
inevitably result in the problems growing worse. Such a view presumes
much about the wisdom and foresight of U.S. leaders, and the efficacy
of U.S. power. “We [Americans] stand tall and we see further than
other countries into the future,” explained Secretary of State Madeleine
Albright in 1998, “and we see the danger here to all of us.”

Both sets of claims—one, that world order depends upon a single
dominant power to enforce it, and two, that the United States benefits
from, and is uniquely suited to, playing that role—deserve scrutiny.
Assessing these claims is the purpose of this chapter. It aims to show
that primacy fails a basic cost-benefit analysis: indeed, the benefits are
ephemeral, whereas the costs are enormous.

U.S. military power is not necessary for maintaining peace and pros-
perity. The international system is safer, and the international econo-
my more durable, than the advocates of primacy allow. Accordingly, by
initiating numerous conflicts during the past quarter century, and by
threatening to launch even more, U.S. government officials have under-
mined global order. They have incentivized states that fear they might
wind up in Washington’s regime-change crosshairs to desire nuclear
weapons as a deterrent. International trade operates independently of
U.S. efforts to manage it and might have been impeded by U.S. threats
of punishment or retaliation, including unilateral sanctions. Americans’
ability to access global markets is not contingent upon, and therefore
does not justify, the enormous expenses that purport to keep the global
commons open. The costs, meanwhile, go well beyond what U.S. tax-
payers spend on the nation’s military. Americans enjoy fewer freedoms

at home and are exposed to greater risks on account of the militarism on
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which primacy depends. Washington’s many wars, meanwhile, which
are also an essential element of primacy, have disrupted countless lives
both at home and abroad.

On the whole, primacy is synonymous with military hyperactivity.
America’s frequent interventions have caused many observers, both at
home and abroad, to question U.S. global leadership, writ large. This
crisis in confidence, however, is not primarily a problem of implemen-
tation. We shouldn’t aspire to better primacy; we should seck a genuine
alternative to it. Rather than relying on a single dominant United States
to “stand taller” and “see further,” Americans—and the rest of the
world—should favor an arrangement whereby the many beneficiaries of

a peacetul global order contribute meaningfully to maintaining it.

Our (Not So) Dancerous WoRLp

For the first 100 or so years of American history, U.S. leaders relied
on what the University of Chicago’s John Mearsheimer calls “the stop-
ping power of water” as the country’s principle means of defense.®
Despite its relative military weakness, the young nation had the luxury
of choice. “Separated as we are by a world of water from other Nations,”
George Washington explained in a letter to a friend, “if we are wise we
shall surely avoid being drawn into the labyrinth of their politics, and
involved in their destructive wars.”” In his farewell address, Washington
urged his countrymen to take advantage of “our detached and distant
station” and maintain a neutral stance with respect to other nations.®

It didn’t always work. The British set Washington, DC, ablaze
during the War of 1812, when the U.S. Navy was weak and the British
Navy was strong. But that was the exception that proved the rule. At
the time, the United States was in no position to defend itself against
determined adversaries. But other countries mostly left the United States
alone. Today, by contrast, the United States possesses overwhelming
military superiority, including a prodigious nuclear deterrent. Indeed,
the United States continues to enjoy near strategic immunity by virtue
of geography. We still have wide oceans to the east and west, and friendly

and weak neighbors to the north and south.’
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What other types of threats are there, besides land invasion and
occupation by foreign armies? We cannot rely on oceans to halt nucle-
ar missiles or cyberattacks. Terrorists can still infiltrate by land, sea,
or air—or grow right here at home. So while our nuclear weapons
are a powerful deterrent against state actors with return addresses,
military dominance is all but irrelevant when dealing with terrorists
and hackers. Law enforcement agencies, aided by timely intelligence,
are often more effective in rolling up criminal gangs, which are a bet-
ter parallel to terrorist organizations. The use of deadly force may be
appropriate—to thwart an imminent attack, for example—but such
operations should be combined with nonkinetic measures that advance
a broader agenda and drain away support from terrorists or nonstate
actors. Well-intentioned and carefully planned military strikes that
nonetheless result in civilian casualties and collateral damage often
have the opposite effect.

In short, there have always been dangers in the world, and there
always will be. We can identify myriad threats that our ancestors couldn’t
fathom, but primacy finds even more. By calling on the United States to
deal with all threats to all people in all places, primacy ensures that even

distant problems become our own.

Not So Pacirying

Primacy holds that American military power explains the absence
of major war since the end of World War II. The first half of the
20th century witnessed grueling conflicts in Europe and Asia that
claimed tens of millions of lives. Nothing of the sort has occurred since.
This long peace coincides with the network of far-flung alliances that
the United States established after World War II. It also coincides with
the formidable forward military presence that the United States main-
tained throughout the Cold War, and has kept up ever since. But cor-
relation does not prove causation. At a minimum, the claim that U.S.
power is the determining factor behind relative peace and prosperity
ignores or at least underplays the numerous other explanations, includ-

ing the deterrent effect of nuclear weapons, the spread of democracy,
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increasing globalization and economic interdependence, and evolving
norms against violence in general.

Nor is it clear that the American pacifier is as pacifying as claimed.
The continued presence of U.S. military forces in post—Cold War
Europe, and especially NATO expansion to Russia’s borders after the
Cold War ended, has provoked fear and consternation in Moscow. In
East Asia, China views the continued American naval presence with
equal alarm, fearing the prospect that these ships and submarines could
be used to close off vital waterways and deny access to global markets,
effectively strangling the Chinese economy.

Meanwhile, advocates of primacy claim that U.S. military power
reassures nervous allies, effectively discouraging them from taking steps
to defend themselves. Whereas Donald Trump often points to free rid-
ing by allies as a problem to be solved, primacists view such behavior
as both reasonable and desirable. Hal Brands approvingly notes in his
book American Grand Strategy in the Age of Trump that the United States
provides “protection that allows other countries to underbuild their mil-
itaries.”"” New York Times columnist Bret Stephens agrees. “America is
better served,” he wrote in 2015, “by a world of supposed freeloaders
than by a world of foreign policy freelancers.”"!

Primacists are particularly concerned that freelancing and self-help
could lead to nuclear proliferation. Countries evicted from under the
American nuclear umbrella might be tempted to develop a deterrent
of their own. But so far only a handful of countries, including several
U.S. allies and partners who were capable of building such weapons,
have chosen to do so (the United Kingdom, France, Israel, India,
and Pakistan).”” On the other hand, some countries that might have
considered building an indigenous nuclear force have stopped well
short of doing so, and might reconsider their decision in the absence of
American security guarantees. More important, other countries seem to
believe that such weapons are the only effective way to deter America’s
vast military power. That is the lesson North Korea appears to have
learned from U.S.-led operations against Serbia, Iraq, and Libya.

On balance, “all-out efforts to prevent [nuclear proliferation] would

also be costly and may not succeed,” explains Harvard’s Stephen Walt.
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“Nuclear proliferation will remain a concern no matter what the United
States does.”"? Cato Institute senior fellow John Mueller takes a slightly
different tack but arrives at a similar conclusion: the costs of counterpro-
liferation may well be higher than the benefits. This is especially so when
counterproliferation requires preventive wars aimed at denuding nascent
nuclear-weapon states of their costly devices or deterring aspiring ones
from ever obtaining them. While nuclear nonproliferation might rea-
sonably be a high priority, Mueller writes, it should be subsumed below
“a somewhat higher one: avoiding policies that can lead to the deaths of
tens or hundreds of thousands of people.”™*

There are still other drawbacks under primacy. To be sure, U.S.
security guarantees to wealthy allies may have discouraged harmful arms
races that might eventually have led to offensive wars, though advocates
of primacy would be hard pressed to name even one obvious recent
example. This much is certain: reassurance has caused other countries to
underprovide for their own defense. That was as intended. The prom-
ise of security that Americans extend to others, explains the Brook-
ings Institution’s Robert Kagan, encourages U.S. allies to “spend less on
defense and more on strengthening their economies and social welfare
systems.”” This also means, however, that other countries have little
hard power capacity for dealing with common security challenges, from
ethnic violence in the Balkans in the 1990s, to combatting terrorism and
piracy in South Asia or the Horn of Africa in the 2000s, to averting state
collapse in North Africa and the Middle East and the rise of the so-called
Islamic State (ISIS) in the 2010s.

This tendency of the weaker members of a security alliance to free
ride on the strong cannot be easily reversed by a concerted campaign to
shame the free riders into paying their fair share. Individuals are gener-
ally disinclined to pay for things that others are willing to buy for them,
and countries are no different. Moreover, the United States derives little
leverage over allies’ behavior; threats to cut off alliance partners for fail-
ing to do as we ask are generally not believed, because they are not true.
The United States has never cut off an ally for failure to contribute its
“fair share” to the common defense. The result of U.S. foreign policy

under primacy, therefore, is that the United States has many allies with



Why Primacy Doesn't Pay 45

liabilities and few with capabilities. Even fewer possess an inclination to
use the limited power they have.

Primacy has had at least one other unfortunate side effect. Whereas
U.S. security guarantees may have encouraged some U.S. allies to resist
pressure from the likes of Russia or China, other allies have become
emboldened in less constructive ways. Indeed, some have been known
to act recklessly, or to stand firm against regional rivals when reasonable
accommodation might be the best course. Saudi Arabia’s ruinous war in
Yemen, which began in 2015, certainly falls in the first category. The
Saudis employed a punishing air campaign to root out Houthi rebels
and a naval blockade to cut off their supplies, but the effects were felt
mostly by millions of innocent civilians in one of the world’s poorest
countries. U.S. military and intelligence assistance proved critical. Saudi
rulers mostly ignored pleas from the international community to stop
the war and relieve the suffering, apparently confident that the United
States would give them diplomatic cover. Meanwhile, several nations
with claims to disputed rocks and shoals in the East and South China
Seas might come to believe that the United States will back them to the
hilt against China, effectively forestalling a more durable settlement.'

In short, the American pacifier is neither a sufficient explanation for
the long global peace nor always a force for regional stability and peace.
The United States certainly has played an important role in the world,
but it would be a mistake to presume that peace and security have nec-

essarily and inevitably flowed from U.S. primacy.

PRESERVING THE GLOBAL ORDER: FRAGILE OR RESILIENT?

Accordingly, U.S. military dominance is not essential to sustain the
global order going forward. Indeed, less American military power being
deployed in fewer places might be more conducive to peace.

To be sure, the U.S. military presence in Europe and Asia after World
War II helped the countries there recover more quickly than they would
have if left to fend for themselves. This presence might even have played
a constructive role well into the 1950s and ’60s. G. John Ikenberry,

one of the most articulate defenders of the postwar order under U.S.
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global hegemony, points to “the hallmarks of liberal internationalism—
openness and rule-based relations enshrined in institutions such as the
United Nations and norms such as multilateralism.” He worries that
these norms “could give way to a more contested and fragmented system
of blocs, spheres of influence, mercantilist networks, and regional rival-
ries.”!” On other occasions, however, Ikenberry retains his confidence
that such a reckoning can be avoided, provided that U.S. leaders take
adequate account of the legitimate interests of other states.'®

Others are not so sanguine. Robert Kagan is convinced that the end
of the liberal order is fast approaching—or has already arrived. “The
democratic alliance that has been the bedrock of the American-led lib-
eral world order is unraveling,” he wrote in July 2018, days after Donald
Trump berated NATO allies for failing to spend more on their militaries.
“At some point,” a gloomy Kagan continued, “and probably sooner than
we expect, the global peace that that alliance and that order undergirded
will unravel, too. Despite our human desire to hope for the best, things
will not be okay. The world crisis is upon us.”"

According to Hal Brands, “the international order ultimately rests on
the credibility of U.S. commitments,” and any “weakening of America’s
reputation for diplomatic steadiness and reliability,” as has occurred
under Donald Trump’s presidency, could do irreparable damage to the
entire system.”” Frank Ninkovich expresses similar concerns. Although
some worry that Trump’s policies “might trigger a catastrophic collapse,”
Ninkovich doubts that “a frontal assault on the existing order is . . . the
immediate cause for concern.” “Even benign neglect has its dangers,”
however, “because all systems . . . even if not abused, inevitably break
down without regular maintenance and the occasional overhaul. There
is no sign that Mr. Trump aims to be Mr. Fixit.”?!

But these same scholars put too little faith in the durability of the
order that they celebrate. It persists, and is likely to in the future, pre-
cisely because so many actors are now invested in it. That was not always
the case. There was one very important challenger to the U.S.-led order
in the immediate aftermath of World War II—the Soviet Union under
Joseph Stalin—and too few actors willing or able to resist it. Today, the

many beneficiaries of a global order that has delivered decades of human
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progress are determined and strong, whereas the challengers are mostly
divided and weak. Nihilistic disruptors like al Qaeda and ISIS simply do
not compare to a nuclear-armed superpower.

Evenarising China, which arguably already rivals in power and influ-
ence the Soviet Union at the height of the Cold War, is more invested in
sustaining critical elements of the global order than in destroying them.
This reflects the extent to which critical norms and values—including
respect for national sovereignty, protection of trade and free movement
of goods through the global commons, and strong prohibitions against
the use of force except in self-defense—have eftectively become locked
in. To be sure, Chinese leaders are not above working within these rules
to gain advantages for themselves. In fact, considerable benefits accrue to
countries that conform to global order.?* They don’t wish to the see the
United States use its privileged position atop this order to thwart them,
as it has done in the past. Indeed, under primacy, the United States
essentially reserves for itself the right to violate these rules. By and large,
however, global norms might be more widely accepted and obeyed in
the future if they were broadly beneficial, and not primarily because
they were backed by U.S. threats or coercion.?

Put differently, the international order has achieved a degree of
institutionalization that no longer relies on the power of a single state.
A number of empowered nation-states and multilateral bodies, plus
the plethora of rules-enforcing nongovernmental organizations—
from the Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers to
the International Olympic Committee—possess a degree of authority
and legitimacy far greater than what U.S. policymakers can muster by
themselves.? The United States is still important, but no longer indis-
pensable. Much good occurs in the world without Uncle Sam’s guiding

hand or threatening fist.

PRiMACY AND INTERNATIONAL TRADE: LESS THAN MEETS THE EvE

Last, a related point, primacists argue that the United States must
maintain a global military presence to protect global commerce. Some

go so far as to argue that U.S. military power is essential to the proper
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functioning of the world economy. The United States sets the rules of
the game and punishes those who defy them. And by discouraging secu-
rity competition among states, primacy creates the conditions for trade
to flourish.? If the United States were less inclined to intervene in other
people’s disputes, the primacists say, the risk of war would grow, roiling
skittish markets.

But the international economy is far more resilient than the advo-
cates of U.S. military primacy allow. And the case for hegemonic stabil-
ity theory, dating from the 1950s and ’60s, has been further weakened by
the experience of the recent past. While primacy’s defenders claim that
America’s role as global hegemon confers unique benefits on Americans,
it is not clear that the benefits outweigh the costs.

For one thing, the forward U.S. military presence undergirding pri-
macy has not always been stabilizing. The presence of foreign troops
often undermines the legitimacy of elected governments and engenders
local resistance. Terrorist organizations often seize upon these feelings of
resentment and humiliation to draw support to their cause and increase
their ranks. Meanwhile, the United States’ forward military presence
does allow U.S. leaders to intervene quickly in distant disputes. But,
given that these purportedly small-scale interventions often evolve into
large and protracted conflicts, it is hard to see how the resulting disorder
is conducive to global prosperity. The U.S. military interventions in
Iraq and Afghanistan, for example, have devastated those countries and
spread chaos throughout their respective regions.

Political scientist Daniel Drezner finds that America’s massive mil-
itary power “plays a supporting role” in stabilizing the international
economy, but by itself does not confer great benefits for the American
economy. What’s more, those benefits are diminishing over time. “The
principal benefits that come with military primacy,” he writes, “appear
to flow only when coupled with economic primacy.” “An excessive reli-
ance on military power, to the exclusion of other dimensions of power,”
Drezner concludes, “will yield negative returns.”?

Stephen Walt agrees. “On the whole, the purely economic benefits
of liberal hegemony and global military dominance are less than their

proponents claim.” The risk that the United States will be cut off from
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vital resources and lucrative markets is overblown. Few other countries
are interested in raising “new protectionist barriers” or demolishing the
institutions that facilitate global trade. Such actions, after all, “would
only make them poorer.” He allows that “U.S. security commitments
and U.S. prosperity” are connected and acknowledges that major con-
flicts in Europe, the Middle East, or Asia would disrupt global trade
and harm the U.S. economy. But he considers such extreme scenarios
far-fetched.”

Short of preventing wars, defenders of primacy typically argue that
the hegemon—in this case the United States—is able to derive other
substantial benefits by virtue of its central place in the international
system. This process can work in various ways. For example, the dom-
inant power may be able to negotiate favorable terms for the extraction
of natural resources, either through coercion, reminiscent of the
imperial powers of old, or in a more cooperative fashion (“informal
empire”), as the elites of protected states craft policies that also serve
the hegemon’s interests. Also, by providing security throughout the
global commons, and by bringing order to poorly governed spaces,
the hegemon creates an international system that is more conducive to
trade and commerce.

Primacists also claim that the U.S. military’s global policing mission
gives Americans leverage in economic negotiations with others, allow-
ing us to shape the rules in a way that confers special advantages for
U.S. producers and consumers. A 2005 study by the Peterson Institute
for International Economics estimated that the post-1945 global trading
order adds $1 trillion to the U.S. economy every year.?

To be sure, everyone has gained—but the United States as the hege-
mon, the dominant power, the rulemaker, and the de facto enforcer of
global norms supposedly gains the most. In support of this claim, pri-
macists note that the United States after World War II was often able
to coerce weaker players into following its lead. On several occasions,
Washington threatened and cajoled alliance partners to accede to its
demands, particularly when it came to sustaining the United States’
capacity for spending well beyond its means. U.S. allies acted to shore

up the dollar on a number of occasions when inflation worries mounted.
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But, on the other hand, U.S. policymakers often sacrificed the United
States’ own economic well-being for geopolitical interests, including
those of our allies. For example, Francis Gavin’s study of economic
statecraft between the United States and Europe in the 1960s finds in
U.S. policy “a repeated pattern of sacrificing economic for geopolitical
interests.” And when European officials did bow to Washington’s
wishes, their concessions served mostly to fix problems created, or at
least exacerbated, by the U.S. military presence in their countries.”

The net economic benefits of U.S. primacy have declined since the
end of the Cold War. Following the fall of the Soviet Union, fewer
security clients were willing to defer to Washington on matters of
trade and economic policy. The nature of the threat had changed, and
the ever-evolving international economic order offered them practical
alternatives to the dollar-dominated system of the 1950s, *60s, and *70s.
The 2008 financial crisis delivered a second major blow to U.S. influ-
ence. Looking ahead, as U.S. military and economic dominance wanes
relative to other international actors, America’s ability to extract benefits
for itself will further diminish.*

Another dubious suggestion is that U.S. companies’ ability to sell
in foreign markets, and American consumers’ taste for goods pro-
duced outside of the United States, would be seriously affected by the
relative decline of U.S. military power. However, if U.S. leaders were
less prone to intervening in foreign conflicts, trade would continue and
likely increase. “It is not American troops deployed overseas that make
American products and services attractive to foreign consumers,” note
Eugene Gholz, Daryl G. Press, and Harvey M. Sapolsky in a seminal
critique of primacy, “it is the quality of American goods, the image of
America’s prosperity, and the productivity of American workers.”!

Last, primacists assert that countries are more inclined to cut trade
deals with the United States if the U.S. military protects them. It isn’t
obvious, however, that such negotiations are much influenced by the
nature of the security relationships between trading partners. Many peo-
ple would want to sell to some of the wealthiest consumers on the planet,
even if U.S. policymakers didn’t promise to defend them from threats.

Meanwhile, it is hard to extract concessions from security clients because
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U.S. threats to leave alliances are not credible. On balance, primacy looks
like Americans paying others “for the privilege of defending them.”**

There is ample historical evidence to suggest that commerce is
conducive to peace, and, conversely, that barriers to trade can lead to
war. Trade flows, however, do not depend upon U.S. ground troops
in overseas bases or even U.S. naval ships at sea or American aircraft in
the skies. The international economy doesn’t need a Leviathan and has
almost surely suffered whenever Uncle Sam actually attempts to exert
influence militarily.

In general, primacists overstate the role that the U.S. military plays
in facilitating global trade and ignore the extent to which U.S. military
activism has disrupted markets and upset vital regions. At best, American
military dominance is a double-edged sword when it comes to defending

the liberal trading order, and a costly one at that.

Seenoing A Lot, But Neeping More

Primacy requires the world’s most capable and most expensive mili-
tary. U.S. military spending remains near historic highs, and well above
the Cold War average. Defense spending in the eight years under Barack
Obama exceeded that under George W. Bush, and by a wide margin.
Average annual spending in 2009-2016 was nearly 17 percent higher
than in 2001-2008, after adjusting for inflation.*

Within his first two years in office, Donald Trump presided over
a further expansion in U.S. military spending. As a result of these
increases, the Office of Management and Budget estimates that projected
outlays for national defense will be $53.4 billion higher in 2019 than in
the preceding year, and it anticipates that spending in 2024 will reach
$784.9 billion—a 14.6 percent rise over the previous five-year period.*

Yet despite such increases in U.S. military spending over the past
two decades, policymakers and many national security experts worry
that the U.S. military is unprepared to fulfill its missions. So say the
members of a bipartisan group tasked by Congress with providing an
independent assessment of the nation’s defense strategy. Describing the

“crisis of American military power,” the National Defense Strategy
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Commission concludes, “America’s military capabilities are insufficient
to address the growing dangers the country faces,” and it questions
“whether the desired outcomes of the [Trump administration’s National
Defense Strategy (NDS)] can be realized within anticipated resource
constraints.” Elsewhere in the report, released in November 2018, the
commissioners warn, “Without additional resources . . . the Department
will be unable to fulfill the ambition of the NDS. . . . There must be
greater urgency and seriousness in funding national defense.”*

Two members of the commission, former senator Jon Kyl and Roger
Zakheim, director of the Ronald Reagan Institute, followed up with
an op-ed calling for “3 to 5 percent real growth annually” in military
spending, but they warned that “even with this level of investment, it will
take a decade or more” to meet “America’s global strategic objectives.”
One study calculated that increases of that magnitude could boost the
Pentagon’s budget to nearly $972 billion by 2024, or 51 percent higher
than 2018 outlays.*”” Even if one disputes that U.S. defense requirements
are as onerous and inflexible as these voices claim, the costs merely to
maintain the status quo are obviously growing.

The bigger issue is why we seem to be falling behind even as our
spending remains historically high. Part of the explanation lies in the
fact that the active-duty force, although smaller than during the Cold
War, is also better trained and better compensated. The costs of devel-
oping new military equipment, and maintaining such equipment in
fighting condition, are rising as well. In 2017, the Congressional Budget
Office reported that operation and maintenance costs were eating up
approximately 50 percent of the total defense budget. This was con-
sistent with long-term trends. “Over the past few decades,” the report
noted, “funding for [operations and maintenance]| has increased substan-
tially, accounting for a growing share of DoD’s [Department of Defense|
budget. That growth has occurred even as the number of active-duty
military personnel has remained flat or declined.”

Defenders of primacy point out that military spending both as a
share of gross domestic product (GDP) and as a share of total govern-
ment spending is not particularly high, suggesting that we could gen-

erate much more military power. But that too is misleading because
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military spending is competing with popular domestic programs, and
tax revenues are not making up the difference. Together, rising spending
and rising deficits pose a greater threat to America’s long-term prospects
than our most insidious foreign enemies. The National Defense Strategy
Commission agrees. “Policymakers must address rising government
spending and decreasing tax revenues as unsustainable trends that com-

pel hard fiscal choices,” the commissioners write:

No serious effort to address growing debt can be made without either
increasing tax revenues or decreasing mandatory spending—or both.
Without such an effort, it will be impossible to stabilize the nation’s
finances, and to fund and sustain an adequate defense. Rather than
viewing defense cuts as the solution to the nation’s fiscal problems,
Congress should look to the entire federal budget, especially entitle-
ments and taxes, to set the nation on a more stable financial footing. In
the near-term, such adjustments will undoubtedly be quite painful.
Yet over time—and probably much sooner than we expect—failing to
make those adjustments and fully fund America’s defense strategy will
undoubtedly be worse.”

This might seem a reasonable proposal—if there was evidence that
the public would tolerate cuts in Social Security and Medicare, for
example, to maintain U.S. foreign policy along its present course. The
defenders of primacy might claim that the resources needed to carry
out the strategy could easily be found, but only one in four Americans
believes that the country spends too little on the military, while a clear
majority believes the military is already strong enough.* Meanwhile,
although the commissioners portray the costs of the U.S. military as
paying for “an adequate defense,” U.S. foreign policy under primacy
doesn’t merely seek adequacy and doesn’t focus on the defense of U.S.
vital interests. U.S. grand strategy also purports to provide security for
others—but defending our allies consistently ranks among Americans’
lowest spending priorities. It seems particularly unlikely that Americans
will gladly endure higher taxes, lower domestic spending, higher debt,
or all three of those things, so that U.S. allies can continue to under-

spend on their defenses. Primacists appear to believe that a well-crafted
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marketing strategy can change people’s minds, but Americans are already
well aware of the costs of U.S. foreign policy and seem indisposed to
new arguments to sustain it.

This political reality is a dagger pointed at the heart of primacy. The
benefits of American military dominance and activism are ostensibly
enjoyed by many. But the monetary costs of primacy fall mostly on the
backs of current U.S. taxpayers and those yet unborn, and the risks to
life and limb are borne almost exclusively by U.S. soldiers, sailors, air-
men, and marines. And, as already noted, U.S. military personnel are
having to work harder and deploy longer, and U.S. taxpayers are having
to spend more, just to keep up. The proliferation of various technolo-
gies, from crude explosives to advanced robotics, has made it easier for
even relatively small and weak actors to challenge the big and powerful
United States. And truly determined nation-states, even very poor ones
like North Korea, can develop nuclear weapons to deter attacks.

Senior U.S. national security officials understand well the nature of
the challenge. The Trump administration’s National Defense Strategy
speaks of “an ever more lethal and disruptive battlefield,” and worri-
some “trends” that “will challenge our ability to deter aggression.” The
document predicts that U.S. allies will lose faith and U.S. global influ-
ence will wane unless U.S. taxpayers commit to “devoting additional
resources in a sustained effort to solidify our competitive advantage.”"

In sum, according to figures compiled by the International Institute
for Strategic Studies, the United States already spends more on its mili-
tary than the next nine nations combined and nearly three times more
than China and Russia put together.”” Nonetheless, leaders at the Penta-
gon, in Congress, and elsewhere throughout the government, as well as
outside experts, including the members of the National Defense Strategy
Commission, all believe that Americans must spend even more. Anyone
committed to maintaining primacy not only believes that the costs of
doing so are reasonable and manageable; they also believe that additional
spending is required.

The high cost of primacy is not its greatest shortcoming. The United
States probably could spend more on its military, if it were truly essential.

However, as described above, Americans demonstrate little interest in
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increasing military spending at the expense of domestic priorities. They
want to nation-build at home.*

The central problem with primacy is that it isn’t necessary to main-
tain U.S. security or to maintain the American or global economy. The
earliest advocates of American military dominance after the end of the
Cold War couldn’t imagine that it would eventually run out of gas. The
United States retained an enormous military apparatus and deployed it
more often and in more places than ever before. U.S. leaders and policy-
makers expanded America’s global role and rarely considered plausible
alternatives. The core assumption underlying primacy is that a single
dominant power is needed to forestall dangerous arms races and inse-
curity spirals and to make global commerce possible; that assumption
merited wider debate than it received at the time.

So far, this chapter has challenged the primacists’ claims. But a U.S.
grand strategy built upon primacy is also flawed because it hinges on
a particular misconception about the utility of military power in the
21st century and a misplaced faith in the United States’ ability to wield

this power. We explore those problems next.

THe Limits of Micitary Power—A Quarter CENTURY oF FAILURE

Madeleine Albright isn’t alone in believing that the United States is
“the indispensable nation” and that Americans stand taller and see far-
ther. Indeed, those beliefs have informed U.S. foreign policy, under both
Democratic and Republican presidents, for decades.

The track record alone should have prompted some self-reflection.
After all, while the United States of America is obviously a powerful
country, it is not omnipotent. It cannot actually see into the future. It does
not correctly anticipate dangers to itself, let alone to others. When it does
act, it often fails. It hasn’t discovered a magic formula for deploying force
with such surgical precision that it can easily shape the international sys-
tem in a way that works for everyone’s benefit and harms no one. With
respect to U.S. efforts at regime change, for example, Admiral Mike
Mullen, former chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, noted in 2016, “We’re 0

for a lot.”** Military historian Andrew Bacevich similarly concludes that
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“having been ‘at war’ for virtually the entire twenty-first century, the
United States military is still looking for its first win.”*

Unsurprisingly, others around the world don’t trust the United
States to perform the role of disinterested global policeman. Many don’t
even believe U.S. leaders’ professions of good intent. In fact, when
the Pew Research Center asked people around the world to name the
greatest threats facing their respective countries, substantial numbers
cited “U.S. Power and Influence.” Fifty percent or more of respondents
in nine different countries identified the United States as their top threat,
including treaty allies Turkey (72 percent), South Korea (70 percent),
Japan (62 percent), Mexico (61 percent), and Spain (59 percent).*

For the most part, U.S. leaders mean well. They are often motivated
by a genuine desire to shape the international system in ways that are
conducive to peace and prosperity. But they err in believing that they
have the capability to do great things, and they end up causing harm. By
privileging the military over other instruments of U.S. power and influ-
ence, primacy undermines Americans’ safety. It increases the likelihood
that the United States will become drawn into other people’s fights.
Once involved, the United States becomes responsible for bringing those
fights to an acceptable conclusion—or it will be blamed for failing to
do so. These individual interventions often become quagmires where
victory is impossible, but decisionmakers are reluctant to quit. The
process typically proceeds in several stages.

First, with the help of the news media’s morbid attraction to human
suffering, the White House espies some outrage. For George H. W.
Bush, it was Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait. In the waning days
of his presidency, Bush also opted to send U.S. Marines into Somalia
to avert a deepening famine. Bill Clinton inherited that mission and
expanded it, choosing to go after the warlords who were controlling
access to food. In subsequent years, he sent U.S. troops into Bosnia and
later Kosovo to protect Muslims from Serbs. George W. Bush, shaken
by the events of 9/11 and convinced that democracy was the cure for
terrorism, pledged to end tyranny in our world. For Barack Obama,
Muammar el-Qaddafi’s threat to the eastern Libyan city of Benghazi

prompted U.S. military intervention from the skies and aid to favored
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Libyan rebels on the ground. Even Donald Trump, who routinely cas-
tigated his predecessors’ meddlesome instincts, has succumbed to the
interventionist lure as president and has twice ordered missile strikes on
targets in Syria to punish the Assad regime for using chemical weapons
in the civil war there (see Chapter 3). He also toyed with the idea of
overthrowing Nicolds Maduro’s government in Venezuela.

Each case follows a similar pattern. Convinced that U.S. action is
necessary to reverse an act of aggression or avert a great suffering—or
halt it before it begins—the president prepares to deploy U.S. military
forces. The debate over whether U.S. action will succeed is often stunted
and incomplete. The White House dominates the discussion owing to
the president’s institutional advantage, including privileged access to the
media; opponents of intervention generally lack sufficient information to
mount a campaign against it.*’

Indeed, those making the case for war often deploy stories that
heighten public outrage or anxiety, while at the same time suppress-
ing information suggesting the military mission might be more difficult
than the advocates claim. Vice President Dick Cheney in 2001 and 2003
spoke of furtive meetings between Iraqi agents and the 9/11 hijackers,
even though U.S. intelligence agencies found no evidence that they had
ever actually occurred. Others in the Bush administration knocked
down suggestions that war in Iraq might require hundreds of thousands
of troops and cost hundreds of billions of dollars. Larry Lindsey, a top
economic adviser, and Army Chief of Staft Eric Shinseki were eftectively
fired for even suggesting that the war wouldn’t be quick, cheap, and easy.

After winning the stunted and lopsided debate, the White House
plunges the country into a foreign conflict, determined to defeat the
bad guys even if there aren’t any good guys to support. The impulse to
get in quickly often precludes adequate vetting of potential allies. The
entire debate over involvement in Libya in 2011, for example, took less
than three weeks.

On other occasions, self-interested expatriates manage to dom-
inate the discourse. The Iraqi National Congress (INC) did this in
the years leading up to Saddam Hussein’s overthrow, and the cultish

Mujahideen-e-Khalq (MEK) does the same with respect to regime
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change in Iran. No serious experts on Iranian politics believe that the
MEK can establish a durable political order in a post-ayatollah Tehran,
just as Iraqi experts saw through the INC’s charade. But these types of
organizations are adept at building support in Washington.*

Once engaged militarily, U.S. leaders often define success too
expansively, setting forth grandiose objectives but lacking the resources
or the support of the American people to achieve them. On other occa-
sions, they declare victory too quickly, often on the basis of emotion
rather than strategic calculations. In either case, the result is predictable:
failure. For example, George W. Bush proclaimed “Mission Accom-
plished” in Iraq within a matter of months, long before a durable politi-
cal settlement had been established. Likewise, U.S. officials called Libya
“a model intervention,” and after Qaddafi’s murder Secretary of State
Hillary Clinton crowed, “We came, we saw, he died!”* The chaos that
ensued in both countries belied U.S. officials’ confidence that anything
had actually been won and raised many questions about the price paid in
treasure and lives.

With respect to Libya, for example, Alan Kuperman, in a policy brief
for Harvard’s prestigious Belfer Center, concluded that “NATO’s action
magnified the conflict’s duration about sixfold and its death toll at least
sevenfold . . . while also exacerbating human rights abuses, humanitarian
suffering, Islamic radicalism, and weapons proliferation in Libya and its
neighbors.”*’ Perhaps mindful of these realities, Obama eventually came
to regard the failure to plan for the aftermath of Qaddafi’s overthrow
as the worst mistake of his presidency, though he also stated his belief
that intervening was “the right thing to do.””" On another occasion, he
allowed that Libya was “a mess” and “a shit show.”*?

But such introspection is rare and, as with Obama, usually too late.
In most instances, when failure looms, policymakers recognize the need
to try something different, but the most common impulse is to double
down. The introduction of additional military power, either as U.S. aid
to local combatants or through the direct involvement of U.S. forces,
amplifies the conflict and fuels higher levels of violence. Research shows
that foreign-imposed regime change rarely succeeds, and foreign inter-

vention in civil wars often simply prolongs the suffering of the innocents
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caught in the middle. Meanwhile, the American public, having been
told that the war was already won, or that victory is around the corner,
either grows impatient or loses interest. The war fades from memory,
and television news stops running stories.

If forced to confront an unambiguous, worsening problem during
an ongoing intervention, U.S. officials aim merely to forestall an unam-
biguous defeat. They contend that America can’t walk away. But, given
meager public support, they opt instead for a light footprint. This strategy
avoids the need to spend political capital at home but is insufficient to
achieve actual victory abroad. It is, in short, a recipe for quagmire.

Tragically, U.S. efforts to produce change through the use of force
have often caused instability, deepened conflicts, and engendered anger
and resentment, precisely the opposite of what the proponents of such
interventions have promised. One need look no further than the Middle
East, where public attitudes toward the United States have cratered.>
Support for democracy, economic freedom, and protection of human
rights have also faltered.” The fundamental reason for this failure is
that American officials have too much faith in their power to shape
events around the world and often fail to take account of the negative
unintended consequences of their actions.

America’s impulse to confront the world’s evils is noble, but the
refusal to accept the world as it is prevents a clear-eyed assessment of
costs and benefits. Of course the desire to prevent oppression every-
where is understandable, and wanting to end “tyranny in our world,”
which George W. Bush pledged to do, is admirable. But endless military
intervention has caused more problems than it has solved. Indeed, with-
out a clear national security rationale, military intervention stops being
a useful tool for foreign policy and becomes instead an instrument of
folly. Failure to align strategic ends with diplomatic and political (as well
as military) means, or to define a clear plan for victory, puts lives at risk
while at the same time robbing the American people of the opportunity
to participate in an open debate.

It wasn’t always this way. The doctrines coined by Ronald Reagan’s
secretary of defense, Caspar Weinberger, and Weinbergers’s principal mili-

tary aide, Colin Powell, encouraged presidents to identify limited missions,
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with a clear military objective; to use overwhelming force in a decisive
manner; and to deploy such force only when vital interests are at stake.”
That last point is critical because such doctrines help ensure proper
backing from the American people. In recent years, the United States’
inability to deliver on its grandiose promises has been partly a function
of limited resources. This might seem odd, given that U.S. military
spending exceeds $700 billion annually. The sum total of national
security expenditures, including for veterans’ care and homeland secu-
rity, approaches $1 trillion. That so much spending could ever seem
inadequate is mostly a reflection of the scale of U.S. leaders’ ambitions,

not the paucity of resources dedicated to achieving them.

AN AmsivaLenT PusLic

These ambitions, however, do not align with the wishes of the
American people, who are willing to spend vast sums to support a mil-
itary that defends this country but not to pay for large-scale nation-
building projects abroad. In fairness, we shouldn’t expect others to trust
the United States to behave in a disinterested way, and we shouldn’t
expect Americans to wish to do so. A better approach would be to call
on all countries to attend to their most urgent security challenges and
mobilize the resources necessary to manage them—in collaboration with
others as much as possible, but unilaterally when absolutely necessary.

Primacy has discouraged precisely this sort of self-help behavior.
Instead, it has gambled the safety and security of the entire planet on
Americans’ willingness to bear the burdens of leadership. It has also
gambled on the belief that no American would ever be elected president
promising to put “America First.”

And then 2016 happened.

Donald Trump won by espousing views that the foreign policy
establishment, both Republicans and Democrats, had previously said
would prove disqualifying. He criticized America’s alliances, questioned
the benefits of global trade, and doubted the value of human rights.
He even dared to criticize a Republican president’s wars—during a
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Republican primary debate.
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It is not accurate to suggest that Trump won high office because of
his foreign policy views, but it is obvious that they didn’t prevent him
from becoming president. And it is equally clear that another person
could come along in the future and actually implement an America
First—style foreign policy, even if Donald Trump ultimately fails to do
so. For several years, polls have revealed Americans’ skepticism of the
benefits of U.S. global leadership, at least as it has been practiced for
the last quarter century. The Pew Research Center found in 2013, for
example, that 52 percent of Americans agree with the statement that
the United States “should mind its own business internationally and let
other countries get along the best they can on their own.” Fewer than
4 in 10 (38 percent) disagreed.” A follow-on study in 2016 reached a
similar conclusion, with 57 percent of respondents calling on the United
States to deal with its own problems, while letting other countries get
along as best they can. The 2016 survey also found that just 27 percent
of Americans believed that the United States was doing too little to solve
the world’s problems, while 41 percent said that the United States was

doing too much.*®

MaNy Hanos, RATHER THAN Just One

The United States” power relative to that of other states is slowly
declining. This trend will not be reversed by a concerted campaign
to Make America Great Again, because other countries are rising too.
Indeed, in many respects, what journalist Fareed Zakaria calls “the rise
of the rest” is a testament to the effectiveness of the post—World War II
order.”” One could say, however, that the United States succeeded too
well. In the past, U.S. leaders could behave hypocritically, holding others
to standards that they did not always apply to themselves. Before other
countries approached the United States in terms of relative economic
power or political influence, U.S. leaders were confident that others
wouldn’t challenge American dominance.

“As the ordering superpower,” explains international relations pro-
fessor Patrick Porter, “the United States did not bind itself with the rules
of the system. It upended, stretched, or broke liberal rules to shape a
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putatively liberal order.” The United States, he continues, underwrote
“a liberal world order not by adhering to its principles but by stepping
outside them, practicing punishment, threats, and bribes that it would
not accept if directed at itself.”°

Duke University’s Bruce Jentleson partly agrees, stating that

for many decades, the United States had the power and wealth to
sponsor and buttress the [international] system. What it gave the world
(e.g., Marshall Plan aid and NATO protection for Europe, bilateral
security and economic dispensations for Japan while it rebuilt its econ-
omy in the 1950s—60s) and what it took (e.g., control over alliance
policy, selective protection for its own politically sensitive sectors like
agriculture and textiles) were generally seen as in balance. To the
extent they weren’t, as with military and covert interventions install-
ing friendly governments and deposing unfriendly ones in Third

World countries, others had limited power to do much about it.”!

Now, however, others are less inclined than before to defer to Wash-
ington’s wishes. This defiance was likely to grow more acute over time,
but the Trump presidency has served as an accelerant. The lack of com-
mitment to liberal values by the putative leader of the liberal order is
inherently problematic. And the general ineptitude of Trump’s diplo-
macy has only compounded the problem. In the past, leaders of other
countries might have been more inclined to trust the United States to
do right, because the U.S. government was at least run by people who
seemed to know what they were doing (though the many failures of
U.S. statecraft of the last quarter century, noted above, surely under-
mined these beliefs).

Fortunately, there is an alternative to simply spending more and try-
ing harder. This alternative hinges on the expectation that there are
many responsible and credible actors in the world. Indeed, some coun-
tries, including a number of longtime U.S. allies, are trying to move
away from their dependence upon the United States. Unsettled by Pres-
ident Trump’s threats to renege on American security commitments or
offended by his attempts to extract tribute in exchange for U.S. pro-

tection, these countries’ leaders are thinking seriously about different
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security arrangements. In November 2018, for example, French pres-
ident Emmanuel Macron and German chancellor Angela Merkel both
called for an integrated European Union military, one that could operate
independently of the United States—though both pledged that such a
force would not undermine the U.S.-led NATO alliance. “The times
when we could rely on others are over. This means we Europeans have
to take our fate fully into our own hands,” Merkel told the European
Parliament. “We should work on a vision of one day establishing a real
European army.”*

Such moves are not driven merely by Donald Trump’s erratic behav-
ior and belligerent tweets. Skepticism about Washington’s competence
and its capacity for performing its self~appointed role as global hegemon
is propelling the consideration of new approaches to global security.
Many are upset about Americans’ habit of initiating new conflicts, or
adding fuel to existing ones, and then expecting others to help with the
cleanup. In short, other nations around the world might welcome the
chance to show that they know best how to maintain their security.

Americans should welcome this change. Instead of treating U.S.
allies like reckless teenagers that can’t be trusted without Uncle Sam’s
constant supervision, or like feckless weaklings that will jump at the
chance to capitulate to rapacious neighbors, U.S. foreign policy should
expect—and, in some cases, demand—that mature, like-minded states
will deal with nearby challenges before they become regional or global
crises. U.S. military power was a key factor in shaping the postwar global
order, but other factors—including deepening economic interdepen-
dence, widespread cultural exchange, and evolving norms that privilege
diplomacy over violence—were important as well. Human beings are
generally reluctant to go to war, and more so now than 70 years ago, or
500 years ago. Harvard University’s Steven Pinker has documented the
dramatic decline in all forms of violence committed by humans against
other humans.®® These welcome factors will persist even as America’s
relative power recedes.

Some worry that U.S. allies will show less deference and be less will-
ing to comply with Washington’s dictates if they become less dependent

on U.S. power. But, as noted earlier, U.S. allies have been known to act
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recklessly when they believe that we have their back. Greater indepen-
dence could induce greater caution. And the benefits flow both ways. If
Washington was slightly less confident that it could count on others to
support its decisions, that might help us avoid some costly mistakes.

The United States is the most important country in the world, and
it will remain so for many years by virtue of its strong economy and
its prodigious military capabilities. But advocates of restraint also take
account of our favorable geography, weak neighbors, and devastat-
ing nuclear arsenal. A strategy of restraint indicates relative optimism
about regional balances of power and confidence that the international
economy is robust and resilient. Restraint as a strategy hinges on the
belief that peace results from the widespread realization among most
states that war does not pay. Although the United States undoubtedly
played a critical role in establishing institutions after World War II, the
need to continue to do so is not obvious. Just as most people have con-
cluded on their own that peace is preferable to war, so too have most
come to appreciate the benefits of a relatively open economic system.
U.S. leaders need not lecture others—or threaten them.

Restraint appreciates the inherent limits of military power. The use
of force beyond self-defense is unjust and unnecessary. It almost always
causes more problems than it solves. The military is a blunt instrument,
ill suited to rooting out extremist ideologies, spreading democracy, or
implanting liberal values. Military intervention often turns small con-
flicts into medium or large ones, and can create new enemies along the
way. Renewing the United States’ commitment to primacy, and dis-
couraging greater self-reliance among current allies and partners, will
be a massive undertaking, far more onerous than any the United States
has attempted since World War II. It is also unlikely to work. In short,
U.S. foreign policy was ripe for a fundamental revision long before
Donald J. Trump emerged on the political scene. Any number of alter-
natives to primacy were available to him or any other aspiring politician.
What he brought to the table is the subject of the next chapter.

Spoiler alert: it wasn’t restraint.



CHAPTER 3
Defining Trump’s “America First”™ Worldview

As we have seen, the strategy of restraint has long been anathema
within the Washington, DC, foreign policy elite. Despite a good deal
of support among international relations scholars, restraint is generally
unwelcome in the halls of power. The vast network of elected repre-
sentatives and their staffs, career national security analysts, military and
intelligence professionals, Foreign Service officers, and civil servants
deep within the bowels of the bureaucracy—from the National Security
Agency to the National Security Council—almost universally supports
primacy.

This should come as no surprise. After all, restraint prescribes a hum-
ble, modest foreign policy that eschews the vigorous exercise of U.S.
power. Few decisionmakers in the national security bureaucracy stray from
the dominant ideology of American exceptionalism and indispensability
that has prevailed since World War II; even fewer are eager to forfeit their
broad policy mandates or embrace massive budget cuts that may lose them
their jobs. Restraint is unpopular not just in government, but also in the
Washington think tank community. Most policy experts in such organi-
zations share the ideological commitment to U.S. foreign policy activism
and also face powerful incentives to conform to official preferences.!

Therefore, as Donald J. Trump rose to power, his foreign policy

vision, such as it 1s, was considerably out of step with the establishment
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foreign policy community. He even occasionally stumbled upon some of
the same arguments frequently made by advocates of restraint. Trump,
for example, excoriated the decades-old policy of extending security
guarantees to rich, powerful, and safe allies abroad while America foots
the bill and assumes the risk. He questioned the need to have hundreds
of thousands of U.S. troops permanently stationed all over the world
and decried America’s global policeman role. He even waved aside the
notion that American foreign policy is guided by benevolent higher val-
ues and liberal principles, dispensing with the crusading spirit that drives
much U.S. interventionism.?

Regrettably, in their frustration at the rise of Trump, many staunch
defenders of the status quo erroneously lumped him and his foreign
policy pronouncements in with the advocates of restraint. Notwith-
standing sporadic and shallow likenesses, however, the substantive
similarities between Trump’s vision of U.S. foreign policy and that
prescribed under a grand strategy of restraint are scarce. Indeed, in a
certain sense, Trump’s foreign policy is closer to the inverse of restraint.
Advocates of restraint tend to favor low-tariff free trade, liberal immi-
gration policies, robust diplomacy, and a reduced military role for the
United States. By contrast, Trump favors economic protectionism,
restricted immigration, weakened diplomacy, and energetic militarism.
Advocates of restraint emphasize the relatively peaceful state of world
politics, disparage Washington’s habit of inflating trivial threats, and
complain that America devotes too much blood and treasure to fighting
minor problems like terrorism. Trump, on the other hand, warns that
the world is as dangerous as ever and demands that we must do more
to fight terrorism.

Some of Trump’s detractors mistake his foreign policy views in
another way, by labeling him an isolationist.” Thomas Wright of the
Brookings Institution argues that Trump’s views are reminiscent of a cer-
tain “pre—World War II” tradition in U.S. foreign policy that is skeptical
of alliances, sympathetic to authoritarian strongmen, and contemptuous
of free trade.” Wright compares Trump to the “staunch isolationist and
mercantilist” Robert Taft, the prominent mid-century Republican sen-

ator and presidential candidate, and to Charles Lindbergh, “who led the
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isolationist America First movement” and opposed aiding Britain in the
war against Nazi Germany. Trump’s “America First” campaign slogan
does explicitly revive the one used by isolationists during the interwar
period, and Trump’s views on trade and immigration certainly suggest
strong isolationist impulses.

However, isolationism was always a poor label for someone who
advocated seizing Iraq’s oil, unleashing an open-ended air war on ISIS,
and picking fights with weak adversaries like Iran, North Korea, and
Venezuela.” Far from turning inward, Trump has evinced a kind of
neo-imperialist tendency, going so far as to encourage his cabinet in late
September 2017 to prioritize extracting Afghanistan’s mineral deposits
for our own economic gain.® Although Trump has frequently criticized
the U.S. military presence in Afghanistan, he reportedly concluded that
if we have to be there, we might as well profit by snatching up their nat-
ural resources. Isolationist this is not.

Still others claimed that Trump’s foreign policy preferences derive
from a stark realist vision of the world.” As Hal Brands and Peter Feaver
put it, Trump’s “version of realism has quite a lot in common with the
contemporary academic version.”® Daniel Drezner put it even more
bluntly: “This is realism’s moment in the foreign policy sun.””

Understanding what to make of these claims takes a bit more preci-
sion than we have been using so far. Realism as a school of thought in
international relations is a wide-ranging category that does not always
produce unanimous policy prescriptions. Broadly speaking, realism splits
into two schools: classical and structural. Both schools tend to see the
international system as a harsh Hobbesian environment of dog-eat-dog
competition in which states ruthlessly pursue their own selfish interests
in often violent ways. Both place the distribution of power among states
at the heart of their analysis. But dassical realists emphasize the quest for
domination inherent in human nature, whereas structural realists empha-
size how the anarchic nature of the international system imposes con-
straints on states and conditions their behavior.

In a 1980 interview, Trump, the maverick businessman, said he sees
“life to a certain extent as combat.” To historians Charlie Laderman and

Brendan Simms, that statement reflects Trump’s “Hobbesian perspective
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on international affairs, in which the world is anarchic and strength is

paramount.”"”

Randall L. Schweller, associate professor of international
affairs at Ohio State University and a prominent realist, argues that
“Trump’s views conform to both the political economy and geopolitics
of realism,” particularly in his emphasis on economic self-sufficiency, his
disdain for free-riding allies, his ambivalence about great power spheres
of influence, and his rejection of a liberal, rules-based world order in
favor of an unsentimental, almost value-free approach to foreign policy."

Again, Trump’s views bear a superficial resemblance to realism but
we see negligible substantive overlap. Realism, for one thing, puts a
premium on shrewd rationality, utility maximization, objective situa-
tional judgments, and long-term strategic thinking.'” A foreign policy
informed by realist sensibilities is empathetic; it assesses the interests and
gauges the strategic perspectives of other states, including adversaries.
Policy is informed by a calculating and nuanced appraisal of tangible
threats to the national interest, rather than ideologically motivated cru-
sades. Clearly, this cautious, deliberative, rational realpolitik approach
does not describe Trump’s foreign policy temperament, which is fre-
quently erratic, confused, irrational, and unable to see the world through
others’ eyes.

Indeed, in one way, Trump’s disposition more often resembles
the school of thought that early 20th-century realists identified as the
antithesis of realism. In one of the foundational realist texts, E. H. Carr
defended realism against the emerging idealist tendency in international
politics, in which “wishing prevails over thinking, generalization over
observation, and in which little attempt is made at a critical analysis
of existing facts or available means.”” Hans Morgenthau, one of the
most renowned classical realist scholars, also argued that realism requires
“distinguishing . . . between what is true objectively and rationally, sup-
ported by evidence and illuminated by reason, and what is only a sub-
jective judgement . . . informed by prejudice and wishful thinking.”"*
Brian Rathbun, professor of international relations at the University of
Southern California, contrasts Otto von Bismarck—the 19th-century
Prussian statesman and first chancellor of the German Empire, and

widely considered history’s consummate realist—with King Wilhelm I,



Defining Trump’s “America First” Worldview 69

thus: “a contrast between a deliberate, careful, and sober (in other words,
rational) statesman and an impulsive, shortsighted, and emotional sov-
ereign.””® There is no doubt which of these contrasting dispositions best

describes President Trump.

The ELusive Trump DocTrine

So, if Trump is not a restrainer, an isolationist, or a realist, what is
he? What are the core features of his worldview? Where do they come
from? And how do they inform his approach to foreign affairs? Answer-
ing these questions with precision is difficult with any president, but
several factors make it exceedingly difficult with Trump.

First, Trump is unique in that he has no prior foreign policy expe-
rience. Despite their differences, all of Trump’s post—Cold War pre-
decessors had served in political or national security positions prior to
their presidency and were profoundly molded by the expectations of
the DC consensus around primacy. Also unlike his predecessors, he has
not adapted his views while in office, despite considerable internal and
external pressure to do so. This makes it harder to classify a Trump doc-
trine than a Bush doctrine or an Obama doctrine.

Second, the record strongly suggests that Trump is a mercurial liar
of the highest order."® A number of the president’s closest advisers and
confidants—including his first secretary of state, Rex Tillerson; former
director of the National Economic Council Gary Cohn; and former
legal adviser John Dowd—have reportedly called him a liar.”” “One of
the distinguishing characteristics of Donald Trump’s presidency,” wrote
the Washington Post’s Glenn Kessler, “has been his loose relationship
with facts.”" By April 2019, the Post had documented more than 10,000
false or misleading claims from the president, averaging 15 errone-
ous claims per day."” He lies so frequently and so casually that it appears
to be almost involuntary.”” He promulgates false or misleading infor-
mation even when it is entirely unimportant whether the falsehood is
accepted by anybody else (e.g., the size of the crowds at his inauguration
or the number of new U.S. Steel plants under construction). Determin-

ing the worldview of a habitually dishonest man is not easy.
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Third, this “loose relationship with facts” means not only that
Trump frequently tells lies or believes things despite clear disconfirm-
ing evidence, but also that he habitually changes his position on a great
many issues. Rex Tillerson reportedly complained to White House col-
leagues that Trump “makes a decision and then changes his mind a
couple days later.”?! Trump has changed his party identification—from
Democratic to Republican, to Reform Party, to Independent—more
than any other modern political figure. He expressed support for the
Iraq War before condemning it as foolish. In 2011, he criticized the
Obama administration for being too slow to intervene in Libya to pro-
tect civilians from the Qaddafi regime, insisting that “we should go
in ... do it on a humanitarian basis” and “knock this guy out” and “save
these lives.”?* And yet, in the 2016 campaign, he railed against Hillary
Clinton for her involvement in the Libya intervention, saying it was a
stupid idea and that “We would be so much better off if Gadhafi would
be in charge right now.”?*

In 2013, amid intense debate about whether President Obama should
bomb the Syrian regime of Bashar al-Assad as punishment for crossing
his red-line ultimatum against the use of chemical weapons, Trump
tweeted: “President Obama, do not attack Syria. There is no upside and
tremendous downside,” adding, “Syria is NOT our problem.”* “The
only reason President Obama wants to attack Syria,” Trump explained
in another tweet, “is to save face over his very dumb RED LINE state-
ment. Do NOT attack Syria, fix U.S.A.”* He insisted Obama get con-
gressional approval before any strike against Syria and criticized Obama
for broadcasting his (soon aborted) plans to attack Syria: “I would not go
into Syria, but if I did it would be by surprise and not blurted all over
the media like fools.”?

Trump would subsequently contravene every one of these positions.
In April 2017 and April 2018, Trump bombed Syria for precisely the
same reason for which he condemned Obama in 2013—to save face over
the red line. He did so without congressional approval, and before act-
ing, he broadcast his plan to do so all over the media.?” During the cam-
paign, even Trump’s own running mate, Mike Pence, apparently had

trouble deciphering Trump’s position on Syria, suggesting in a debate
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that, if elected, a Trump administration would move to establish safe-
zones in Syria, which Trump later contradicted.?

Candidate Trump dismissed NATO as obsolete. Less than four
months into his presidency, he declared it “no longer obsolete,” while
paving the way for NATO expansion.” By the summer of 2018, Trump
declared NATO, and the U.S. commitment to it, stronger than it has

" After securing the Republican nomination, the Trump cam-

ever been.
paign excised the section of the Republican platform calling for sending
lethal U.S. arms to Ukraine.” But as president, Trump approved the
delivery of lethal arms to Ukraine. He frequently disparaged American
nation-building missions abroad and insisted we should withdraw from
Afghanistan, only to authorize a surge of U.S. troops there to help con-
tinue a war he had previously denounced.

Even on the issues on which Trump has been most consistent, trade
and immigration, he has prevaricated and flip-flopped. Trump has
long advocated protectionist economic policies, criticizing companies
that engage in free trade, employ cheap foreign labor, and hire illegal
immigrants. As president, Trump has pushed for a “Buy American, Hire
American” policy.” And yet, as a private businessman, he hired undoc-
umented immigrants and sold an array of Trump products—including
ties, suits, dress shirts, eyeglasses, sofas, chandeliers, and bedding—all
variously made and manufactured in China, the Netherlands, Mexico,
India, Turkey, Slovenia, Honduras, Germany, Bangladesh, Indonesia,
Vietnam, and South Korea.>

Every politician lies, and most have been on multiple sides of one
issue or another. But Trump is especially guilty of this, and in a way that
seems almost independent of policy substance. A good example is the
Trump administration’s policy toward Iran and North Korea. Trump
came into office harshly antagonistic toward both countries. In partic-
ular, he spent a lot of time denigrating the Iran nuclear deal, or the
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), secured by the Obama
administration after years of negotiations with Iran and the “P5+1” (the
permanent members of the UN Security Council—the United States,
Britain, France, China, and Russia—plus Germany). In exchange for

lifting economic sanctions, the deal rolled back Iran’s nuclear enrichment
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program and imposed strict limits on its expansion over long periods of
time. The JCPOA also subjected Iran to the most intrusive international
inspections regime in the world. The agreement had broad support in
the expert community, and successive reports from the International
Atomic Energy Agency confirmed Iran’s full compliance with its strin-
gent terms, a finding that was corroborated by assessments from the U.S.
military and intelligence community. President Trump claimed that
the JCPOA was a weak deal because it failed to eradicate even civilian
enrichment in Iran and because it addressed only the nuclear program,
while leaving aside other issues like Iran’s regional behavior and domes-
tic human rights abuses.

In contrast, after a single face-to-face meeting with the North
Korean dictator, during which Supreme Leader Kim Jong Un agreed
to vague, jointly expressed aspirations for the eventual denuclearization
of the Korean Peninsula, Trump declared the problem solved and said
North Korea was “no longer a threat.”?* The parties did not negotiate
any specific details, Trump secured no explicit commitments from Kim
to roll back his nuclear weapons program or to open it up to interna-
tional inspections, and he offered no timeline for reciprocal concessions
to incentivize North Korean compliance in some future agreement.
The joint statement from the summit meeting did not address North
Korea’s regional behavior or its domestic human rights abuses. Even after
intelligence assessments concluded that the Kim regime was continuing
to expand its nuclear program, Trump praised the progress in the effort
to dismantle Pyongyang’s nuclear capabilities.*

So, in sum, Trump vehemently opposed, and withdrew from, one
of the most robust nonproliferation agreements ever negotiated on the
grounds that it continued to allow uranium enrichment for civilian pur-
poses and failed to rein in Iran’s regional behavior and human rights
abuses. Yet he simultaneously boasted about a flimsy joint communi-
que (not an actual agreement) with North Korea (unlike Iran, already a
nuclear weapons state) devoid of any verification procedures or any sug-
gestion that Pyongyang must reform its foreign and domestic policies.

All this suggests that policy is not being made on the basis of sub-

stantive considerations or coherent strategy. As an anonymous senior
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administration official put it in a New York Times op-ed, “Anyone who
works with him knows he is not moored to any discernible first prin-
ciples that guide his decision making,” a charge Trump has received
from multiple people who have worked with him. Thus we come to
the fourth major obstacle to accurately divining Trump’s worldview: his
lack of a worldview. Pinning down the moving object that is Trump’s
foreign policy is hard enough, but trying to concretize what is essentially
a vacuum can seem downright futile.

The most systematic and intelligible presentations of Trump’s foreign
policy views are found in his major speeches, including those he gave as a
candidate at an event organized by the Center for the National Interest, as
president to the UN General Assembly, and to some extent his inaugural
address. But all of those were written by other people—advisers and close
aides like Steve Bannon and Stephen Miller—making it difficult to know
where their views end and Trump’s begin. In his book Devil’s Bargain, the
journalist Joshua Green, who had extensive access to Bannon in 2015 and
2016, uncovers the extent to which Bannon fleshed out old populist and
nationalist ideas to “build an intellectual basis for Trumpism.” Trump,
Green surmised, “proved to be an able messenger” for a variety of ideas
that he hadn’t necessarily developed from his own deep study.” Alas,
scripted speeches are less useful as signposts to Trump’s worldview than
they might be for the typical president and his speechwriters. This isn’t to
say Trump has no fixed views on anything, or that he is literally an ideo-
logical empty vessel. But he does not seem to have a holistic philosophy
about how the world works or ought to work, or any coherent strategic
framework within which his foreign policy positions can be situated.

Unsurprisingly, many analysts have concluded that there simply is no
Trump doctrine, per se. “Trump has no coherent foreign policy stance,”
according to the New Yorker’s John Cassidy, “he has only instincts.”?’
Thomas Otte describes Trump’s early foreign policy as “chaotic ad hoc
improvisation, impelled by personal impulses and short-term domes-
tic calculations, rather than the fruits of careful strategic cerebration.””®
Rebecca Friedman Lissner and Micah Zenko argue that Trump lacks
“the careful patience required to develop and execute a purposive

course of action.” Scholarly attempts to “impose intellectual coherence
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on Trump’s constellation of instincts and predilections,” they say, won’t
alter the fact that he is “explicitly anti-strategic” and destined to produce
unpredictable policy outcomes.”

A fifth and final obstacle to accurately divining Trump’s true for-
eign policy views is that analysts must rely more than usual on how his
personality traits and apparent cognitive characteristics factor in. The
unusually dominant position of the United States in the international
system, combined with the incredible expansion of executive war powers
over the years, elevates the importance of a president’s temperament
and personality in foreign policy decisionmaking, while diminishing
the importance of external threats and constraints. Moreover, President
Trump’s lack of prior political or foreign policy experience, his habitual
lying and flip-flopping, and his inability to unite even his own cabinet
around a clear strategy, leave us with little to draw on in sketching out
his worldview. The clues, therefore, are to be found not in official doc-
uments like the National Security Strategy, but in Trump’s own mind.

This effort raises problems of its own, of course. The psychiatric com-
munity is ethically bound by what is commonly called the “Goldwater
rule,” in reference to 1964 presidential candidate Barry Goldwater,
whom some psychiatrists controversially deemed unfit for office despite
never having personally examined him. The guideline appears in the
American Psychiatric Association’s code of ethics Section 7.3; it states,
“it is unethical for a psychiatrist to offer a professional opinion [on a
public figure] unless he or she has conducted an examination and has
been granted proper authorization for such a statement.”” Yet many
psychiatrists and psychologists have felt compelled to publicly voice their
concerns about President Trump, despite the ethical guidelines."

We don’t want to diagnose anything, but some of Trump’s public
behavior raises questions about his fitness for office. He has repeatedly,
and apparently without shame, referred to himself as a genius,* bragged
about being “really rich,” and publicly insulted his detractors, includ-
ing former friends and allies he previously praised. Trump famously
called Rosie O’Donnell “a fat Pig,”** called his former White House
adviser Omarosa Manigault Newman a “crazed, crying lowlife” and a
%45

“dog,”® ridiculed a disabled reporter, and blamed a female journalist’s
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tough questions on her menstrual cycle, along with many other such
instances of verbal abuse. When accused of tax evasion during a pres-
idential debate in September 2016, Trump boasted, “That makes me
smart,” indicating he expects special treatment not granted to others. In
one of the more unusual features of the administration, President Trump
occasionally uses cabinet meetings as an opportunity to receive praise
from top officials in the presence of the news media.*®

Trump constantly exaggerates his own abilities and achievements,
something psychologists refer to as the Dunning-Kruger effect, a cog-
nitive bias in which people with little expertise possess an illusory
superiority over others. In his acceptance speech for the Republican
nomination, Trump declared “Only I can fix it!” During the campaign,
he said he knew more about ISIS than the generals. This tendency goes
back a long way in Trump’s history. In 1984, at a time when he was try-
ing to insinuate himself into politics, he advertised his business acumen
as the remedy for negotiations with the Soviet Union over nuclear and
ballistic missile policy; Trump insisted, “It would take an hour-and-
a-half to learn everything there is to learn about missiles. . . . I think
I know most of it anyway.”” This claim rings false, though, given the
revelation during the 2016 campaign that he did not know the meaning
of “nuclear triad.”®

He regularly overstates the direct impact he has on the economy
and falsely describes his economic guardianship as record-breaking. In
September 2018, for example, he tweeted that the GDP growth rate was
higher than the unemployment rate for the first time in 100 years; actu-
ally, it is a rather common occurrence, having happened 185 times since
1948.* He seems to have little awareness of how absurd his boasting
appears to others. In a speech to the UN General Assembly in September
2018, he claimed, “my administration has accomplished more than
almost any administration in the history of our country.” The august
audience of emissaries and diplomats broke out in uproarious laughter.>

Another worrying tendency is the president’s penchant for wild con-
spiracy theories. His promotion of the “birther” conspiracy, the idea that
Barack Obama was not a citizen of the United States, is a case in point.

He also claimed, “The concept of global warming was created by and for



76 FUEL TO THE FIRE

9951

the Chinese in order to make U.S. manufacturing non-competitive.
As a candidate, he alleged that Texas Sen. Ted Cruz’s father was an
accomplice in the assassination of President John F. Kennedy.”* Once in
office, conspiracy-mongering fused with Trump’s own paranoia when
he claimed that the Obama administration wiretapped Trump Tower.>
He repeatedly dismissed the validity of the special counsel investiga-
tion into Russian influence operations in the 2016 election, decry-
ing it instead as a politically motivated witch hunt perpetrated by the
Democratic Party, the so-called deep state, or some combination of
the two (Special Counsel Robert Mueller is a lifelong Republican). Less
publicly, a small circle of Trump national security advisers circulated what
the New Yorker described as a “conspiracy memo” that “read like a U.S.
military-intelligence officer’s analysis of a foreign-insurgent network,”
identifying former Obama administration officials as being involved in
a coordinated effort “to undermine President Trump’s foreign policy.”
The memo described Ben Rhodes, Obama’s deputy national security
adviser, as “likely the brain behind this operation” and Colin Kahl, Vice
President Joe Biden’s national security adviser, as its “likely ops chief.”>*

In addition, numerous public officials have voiced related concerns.
Senator Cruz (R-TX), while a rival of Trump during the Republican
primary, accused Trump of being “a pathological liar,” “utterly amoral,”
and “a narcissist at a level I don’t think this country’s ever seen.”
Sen. Lindsey Graham (R-SC) said of Trump, “I think he’s a kook.
I think he’s crazy. I think he’s unfit for office.”*® Mitt Romney warned
that Trump is “not of the temperament of the kind of stable, thoughtful
person we need as a leader.””” These are not ordinary rhetorical jabs at
a political opponent. Reince Priebus, Trump’s first White House chief’
of staff, told journalist Bob Woodward that “the president has zero psy-
chological ability to recognize empathy or pity in any way.”*® Priebus’s
successor John Kelly reportedly called the president “unhinged,” and
“an idiot” who has “gone off the rails.”®" John Dowd, President Trump’s
legal adviser from June 2017 to March 2018, inadvertently described
Trump as “clearly disabled.”® Whatever may or may not be diag-
nosable in a clinical setting, Trump seems to present just the scenar-

io that advocates of restrained presidential power have always warned
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about—above all in foreign policy, where presidential power has always
been comparatively strong and unchecked.

Members of Congress have raised the issue of whether the cabinet
should invoke the 25th Amendment to the Constitution, which provides
for the removal of a president who is mentally or physically “unable
to discharge the powers and duties of his office.”*® According to wide-
spread reports, confirmed by a senior administration official, top cabinet
members have actually discussed this option.®® Indeed, in the early days
of the administration, a new phrase entered the political discourse: the
so-called adults in the room, a term meant to refer to responsible offi-
cials in the president’s inner circle who would balance his volatility and
counteract his worst instincts. In a public spat with Trump in October
2017, Sen. Bob Corker (R-TN), who was then the chair of the For-
eign Relations Committee and had been an early supporter of Trump’s
campaign, told reporters, “I know for a fact that every single day at the
White House, it’s a situation of [senior administration officials] trying
to contain him.”** The White House had become “an adult day care
center,” he said, before warning that, left to his own devices, President
Trump would put the nation “on the path to World War II1.”%°

In summary, President Trump is a hard case for foreign policy ana-
lysts. His policy preferences often defy neat categorization, and many of
his positions change with the political winds, sometimes even within
a single news cycle. Searching for a Trump doctrine in the president’s
personality and psychological makeup adds to the challenge of defining
his worldview with precision. His lack of a fixed ideology and his tur-
bulent temperament further complicate the task. Nevertheless, despite
these obstacles, it is possible to work out certain consistent features of
Trump’s overall worldview—components of his ideological makeup that

drive his approach to foreign policy.

Four Frames For TrRump's WoRLDVIEW

Several astute analysts have tried to sketch a broad overview
of Trump’s foreign policy inclinations, sometimes fruitfully. Some

attempts to boil it all down have yielded valuable insights, though they
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risk dramatically oversimplifying things. Harvard University’s Danielle

Allen, for example, has argued that

Trump’s foreign policy is perfectly coherent—so coherent, in fact, that
we could give it a name: pure bilateralism. . . . Less than seeking
to disrupt the old order because he has a considered view about it,
apparently Trump seeks a global order that turns around him per-

sonally, where global politics is conducted as a series of deals with
66

Donald Trump.

Allen provides a perceptive frame for Trump’s foreign policy, per-
haps, but omits important features of his rhetoric and ideas.

We have identified four frames through which to ascertain and
interpret President Trump’s worldview. Relying largely on the presi-
dent’s record so far in the White House, his rhetoric and speeches both
during the campaign and in office, and an extensive review of his inter-
views and public statements going as far back as 1980, we argue that
the Trump doctrine, such as it is, comprises a shifting blend of four
animating features: zero-sum transactionalism; Jacksonian nationalism

and militarism; honor, status, and respect; and the authoritarian mind.

Zero-Sum Transactionalism

One of Trump’s most prominent early political statements was a
full-page advertisement he took out in the New York Times, Washington
Post, and Boston Globe in 1987. The central impulses he displayed in
the five-paragraph open letter animate his politics to this day. Trump
railed against allies, singling out Japan and Saudi Arabia in particular, for
benefitting from U.S. security guarantees while America gets nothing in
return. “Why are these nations,” he asked, “not paying us for the human
lives and billions of dollars we are losing to protect their interests?” He
highlighted Japan’s booming economy and Saudi Arabia’s vast oil wealth
as especially disturbing because of the bitter irony of aiding countries he
sees as our economic competitors.

There are a lot of reasons one might be skeptical of the United States’

postwar system of alliances, in which America subsidizes the defense
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of scores of countries abroad, often in formal treaties that obligate the
United States to fight on its allies’ behalf in case of war. The expense
of such policies is certainly a valid concern; other concerns include the
strategic risks of becoming entangled or entrapped in unnecessary wars
and, say, differing assessments of the threats that allies face now ver-
sus during the Cold War. Trump’s singular focus on the transactional
nature of these alliances is a consistent theme in his foreign policy think-
ing. Perhaps because of his experience in the business world as a real
estate developer, Trump does not believe such arrangements can be
mutually beneficial. To his way of thinking, bilateral and multilateral
relationships—whether in the security or economic realm—cannot be
positive-sum. Every deal has a winner and a loser. Trump is therefore
unconvinced by arguments that economic interdependence promotes
economic growth beyond what could be achieved in an autarkic system
of walled-off national economies. In fact, interdependence can contrib-
ute to a convergence of interests among two or more states, but Trump
sees this convergence almost exclusively as an economic and national
security vulnerability.

This belief largely explains why Trump seems to spend more time
criticizing long-standing U.S. allies than adversaries. With the notable
exception of China, the U.S. economy is far more intertwined with our
friends than our rivals. Since Trump sees the world as a zero-sum arena
of competing winners and losers, adversaries with isolated economies
that don’t trade much with the United States—for example, Russia—are
less of a threat than allies with whom we have significant trade relation-
ships. Part of the explanation for this view comes from Trump’s tendency
to think of global wealth as a fixed pie, rather than an expanding sphere.

In an interview on CNN in 2013, Trump said, ““You have to take
jobs away from other countries, China, India, all of these countries,
theyre taking our jobs. . . . You've got to take the jobs, you [sic] got
to make the economy strong.”®” He sees trade imbalances as inherently
exploitative, complaining after a G7 meeting about trade deficits with
Canada and Europe that “[w]e are being taken advantage of by virtu-
ally every one of those countries. . . . They don’t take our agricultural

products, barely. They don’t take a lot of what we have and yet they send
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Mercedes into us. They send BMWs into us by the millions. It’s very
unfair.”®® These views are roundly rejected by economists and simply do
not correspond with the data on trade relations and economic growth.®
When Trump’s former economic adviser Gary Cohn asked him, “Why
do you have these views?” Trump answered, “I don’t know . . . T just do.
I've had these views for 30 years.””"

In office, Trump has pushed ahead with these protectionist instincts,
imposing tariffs on imports worth hundreds of billions of dollars from
Canada, Mexico, the European Union, Russia, and China, among other
countries.”! To a substantial degree, economic warfare is the most con-
spicuous feature of Trump’s foreign policy. In some cases, the White
House dubiously justified these tariffs as necessary to protect national
security. Targeted countries have retaliated in kind, with China impos-
ing countertariffs on U.S. goods worth more than $100 billion. This
trade war has harmed the U.S. economy.”” For example, retaliatory
countertariffs hit tens of billions of dollars’ worth of U.S. farm and sea-
food exports, prompting the White House to authorize nearly $20 bil-
lion in subsidies to the farming industry, assistance meant to ease the
pain caused by Trump’s elective trade war in the first place.”” According
to an estimate from J.P. Morgan Chase, Trump’s tarift policies might
have cost the S&P 500 10 percent of its value in 2018.* A study by
Goldman Sachs found that the costs of Trump’s tariffs against Chinese
imports fall “entirely on U.S. businesses and households.”” The tariffs
will cost American households about $106 billion a year, or $831 for the
average family in the United States.”

Despite the self-harming nature of economic protectionism and
despite the failure of Trump’s tariffs to bend America’s trade partners
to his will, the president seems to prefer economic warfare to peaceful
trade relations. “Trade wars are good, and easy to win,” he tweeted in
March 2018.”7 He has tried several times to formally withdraw from
long-standing trade agreements—including the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA), the United States—Korea Free Trade
Agreement, and even the World Trade Organization (WTO)—only to
be blocked or slowed by his own advisers. His antipathy for free trade

stems from his zero-sum transactional worldview. Trump seems allergic
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to the idea of a mutually beneficial, “all boats rise” kind of system. And
he doesn’t mince words about it. While working up a speech with then
White House staff secretary Rob Porter, Trump scribbled a note in the
margin in large capital letters: “TR ADE IS BAD.””

Trump’s transactionalism spills over from the economic realm into
the security realm. Frustrated with European efforts to uphold the
JCPOA following the U.S. withdrawal, Trump accused them of want-
ing to keep the deal in place because “they’re all making money” doing
business in Iran following the lifting of economic sanctions.”” Trump
also pressed his advisers to agree to withdraw the 28,500 U.S. troops
based in South Korea and to cancel the deployment of an expensive U.S.
missile defense system there—mnot because of the strategic or nation-
al security issues at play, but because these were pricey commitments
for which South Korea didn’t reimburse U.S. taxpayers. “I think we
could be so rich,” Trump said while arguing with his military advisers
about the U.S. troop presence in South Korea, “if we weren’t so stupid.”
In June 2018, Trump suspended U.S.—South Korean military exercises.
Again, he didn’t frame the decision as a matter of security or as a carrot
in negotiations with North Korea. Rather, he criticized the drills as
“tremendously expensive,” adding, “We save a fortune by not doing
war games.”® Notably, Trump is not opposed to forward deployment
as a rule; America just needs to see tangible economic gains from it. In
September 2018, for example, he tentatively welcomed Poland’s proposal
to establish, and fully pay for, a permanent U.S. military base there.”

An especially egregious example of Trump’s unscrupulous trans-
actionalism arose in October 2018. Amid intense public scrutiny of
Washington’s relationship with Saudi Arabia as the latter was commit-
ting war crimes in Yemen and murdering prominent dissidents, Trump
dismissed proposals to halt U.S. military support for Riyadh by pointing
to the increased profit margins of defense corporations and the added
manufacturing jobs produced domestically by major arms sales to the
kingdom.*? Yet, U.S. jobs tied to arms sales represent less than two-
tenths of one percent of the U.S. labor force.®> He exaggerated the eco-
nomic benefits by a large margin, but he also warned that canceling

U.S. arms sales would make the Saudis look to Russia or China instead,
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thus giving our geopolitical competitors a win.* With this cold-hearted
calculation, Trump rather casually prioritized profits for a handful of
private corporations over both the moral and strategic costs of U.S.
support for Riyadh.

Over and over again, one can find President Trump articulating
grievances or justifying policies in zero-sum, transactional terms. His
record so far strongly suggests that ethical and strategic imperatives
weigh less in his decisionmaking process than how much our side can
gain at the expense of others. This mentality pervades his thinking across
personal and political domains and explains his views on economics as
well as his treatment of allies. It has contributed to his skepticism of the
Iran nuclear deal, the Paris Agreement on reducing global carbon emis-
sions, his abandonment of pro-democracy rhetoric, and his hostility to
trade deals like NAFTA and the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP).

Jacksonian Nationalism and Militarism

In his 2001 book, the political scientist Walter Russell Mead argued
that the interplay of four schools of thought have shaped U.S. foreign
policy throughout its history. Almost 15 years before Trump descended
the escalator at Trump Tower to announce his candidacy for presi-
dent, Mead described a foreign policy disposition uncannily fitting for
the future President Trump: the Jacksonian tradition. Hamiltonians, in
Mead’s paradigm, tend to emphasize the importance of strong national
institutions focused on promoting commerce and economic diplomacy.
Wilsonians believe in the crusading spirit behind U.S. interventionism,
the idea that America has a moral obligation as well as an important
national interest in spreading democratic values abroad, thereby promot-
ing global peace. Jeffersonians are skeptical about exporting democracy,
preferring instead to be an example for others to follow, and they are
wary of entangling alliances that risk perverting a properly narrow con-
ception of the national interest. Finally, Jacksonians stress populist values,
economic nationalism, and military might.*®

Close observers will note that Trump has consciously embraced

comparisons with President Andrew Jackson. He even had a presidential
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portrait of Jackson hung behind his desk in the Oval Office. Trump
probably isn’t directly familiar with Mead’s book, but his campaign
manager and later chief White House strategist Steve Bannon made
the connection early on. In an interview with Politico Magazine, Mead
revealed that Bannon phoned him in the summer of 2017 to discuss
Trump’s classification as a Jacksonian.® In the domain of foreign policy,
nationalism (of a certain kind) and militarism are at the root of Trump’s
Jacksonian bent.

“The Jacksonian school,” according to Mead, “gets very little polit-
ical respect and is more frequently deplored than comprehended” by
“intellectuals and foreign policy scholars.”® Jacksonians have “cultural
dispositions toward conspiracy thinking”** and believe that “while prob-
lems are complicated, solutions are simple.”® Jacksonians are “skeptical
about the prospects for domestic and foreign policy do-gooding” and
“opposed to federal taxes but obstinately fond of federal programs seen as
primarily helping the middle class,” and they were “the most consistently
hawkish” sect throughout the Cold War.”” Though occasionally critical
of federal power, Jacksonians readily make exceptions in the interest of
regulating business or fighting crime, “even at the cost of constitutional
niceties.””" They see immigration “as endangering the cohesion of the
folk community and introducing new, low-wage competition for jobs.”??
Other Jacksonian qualities Mead identifies seem particularly apt as well:
“bragging about one’s physical and sexual prowess, the willingness to
avenge disrespect with deadly force, [and] a touchy insistence that one is
as good as anybody else.””

“Jacksonian political philosophy,” Mead explains, “is often an
instinct rather than an ideology . . . a set of beliefs and emotions rather
than a set of ideas.””* Adherents are “the least likely to support Wilsonian
initiatives for a better world, the least able to understand Jeffersonian
calls for patient diplomacy in difficult situations, [and] the least willing

to accept Hamiltonian trade strategies.”” Jacksonians

believe that international life is and will remain both violent and
anarchic. The United States must be vigilant, strongly armed. Our
diplomacy must be cunning, forceful, and no more scrupulous

than any other country’s. At times we must fight preemptive wars.
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There is absolutely nothing wrong with subverting foreign govern-
ments or assassinating foreign leaders whose bad intentions are clear.
Indeed, Jacksonians are much more likely to tax political leaders with

a failure to employ vigorous measures than to worry about the niceties
96

of international law.

Indeed, Trump has rarely hesitated to advocate forceful, unscru-
pulous policies that flout the niceties of international law. During the
campaign Trump argued in favor of torturing detained terrorist suspects
and murdering the families of terrorists.”” As president, he reported-
ly directed then secretary of defense James Mattis to assassinate Syrian
president Bashar al-Assad,”® although that would clearly have been a vio-
lation of both U.S. and international law. None of these policies were
actually put into practice as far as we know, but Trump did ramp up
the fight against ISIS by loosening the rules of engagement and giving
the military wider latitude to use force in Iraq, Syria, Yemen, Afghani-
stan, Somalia, and beyond. No public evidence has emerged to suggest
that the consequent rise in civilian casualties has given Trump second
thoughts about employing ruthless means against enemies.

Widespread reports noted in 2016, particularly in the context of
Trump’s verbal assaults against his Republican rivals vying for the nom-
ination, that Trump may leave neutral parties alone, but if targeted, he
would punch back with disproportionate force. “When a person screws
you, screw them back fifteen times harder,” he once said.”” Mead situates
this sentiment firmly in the Jacksonian tradition. For Jacksonians, Mead
explains, ““You must hit [enemies| as hard as you can as fast as you can
with as much as you can. Nothing else makes sense. . . . Either the stakes
are important enough to fight for, in which case you should fight with
everything you have, or they aren’t important enough to fight for, in
which case you should mind your own business and stay home.”!"

Mead’s Jacksonian typology grafts nicely onto many of Trump’s
foreign policy inclinations. Trump’s antipathy toward international
organizations and free trade institutions fits squarely in the Jacksonian
opposition to Wilsonian and Hamiltonian globalist designs. Trump
sees international law as an affront to national sovereignty that unfairly

constrains U.S. unilateralism. His tough-guy approach parallels Old
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Hickory’s stubborn resolve and manly dominance. It is important for
him to appear aggressive and willing to use overwhelming force, but
he also exhibits a willingness to rapidly withdraw from what he sees
as peripheral fights that lack a clear enemy. His disinterest in promot-
ing liberal democratic values in other countries, even rhetorically, is a
break from his predecessors and consistent with Jacksonian tendencies.
Strong disapproval of immigration on both cultural and populist eco-
nomic grounds is another point of overlap, as evidenced by Trump’s
unabashed xenophobia. His views on immigration were prominently
displayed during the campaign and have been a major element of his
administration’s policies, particularly the so-called “Muslim ban,” the
forced family separation and detention of incoming asylum seekers, and
the push to abolish the 14th Amendment’s birthright citizenship clause.

One final element of the Jacksonian tradition is “a deep sense of
national honor” that “must be acknowledged by the outside world”
and must be defended, including by going to war over “great things
and small.”'”" This emphasis on honor is related to concerns about both
national and personal status, prestige, and respect. It is such a promi-
nent driver of Trumpian foreign policy impulses that it deserves its own

frame.

Honor, Status, Respect

In a review of five hours of recorded interviews with Trump con-
ducted by his biographer in the mid 2000s, the New York Times’s Michael
Barbaro identifies Trump’s “deep-seated fear of public embarrassment”
as his most powerful driving force. “The recordings reveal a man who
is fixated on his own celebrity” and “anxious about losing his status.”'"?
In 2013, Trump directed his attorney and personal fixer to have some-
one pose as a fake bidder at an art auction selling a portrait of himself.
Trump used $60,000 in funds from his charity organization, the Trump
Foundation, to pull off the ruse intended to create the impression that a
painting with his likeness was in high demand.'”

Trump’s grandiose sense of himself and his standing relative to others

is so inflated that it rarely matches up with the reality of his experience,
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which means he constantly feels undervalued and slighted. Relatedly,
one of the most consistent themes in all of Trump’s public commentary
over the course of 40 years has been his belief that America is disre-
spected around the world, laughed at, and taken advantage of by oth-
ers, strongly suggesting that his foreign policy outlook is motivated by
concerns over status and prestige. Indeed, many of the contradictions in
Trump’s foreign policy outlook appear consistent when viewed through
this frame, and it operates both at a personal level and at the national
level as an ordering principle for U.S. foreign policy.

In an October 1980 interview with NBC’s Rona Barrett, Trump
argued that most of the challenges America faced in the world were due
to a lack of respect.'” If Iran, for example, respected the United States,
and feared us, it never would have taken Americans hostage following
the 1979 revolution; and Washington’s failure to intervene to rectify
the slight represented a further blemish on our honor. Trump’s afore-
mentioned 1987 newspaper advertisement complained of other nations
“taking advantage of the United States.”'”® “The world is laughing at
America’s politicians,” he worried. That same year, he told CNN’s Larry
King that NATO countries “laugh at us.”'” Months later, on the Phil
Donahue show, Trump again harped on how Japan, Saudi Arabia, and
others “have taken such advantage of this great country.”'”” In a 1988
interview, when asked what his political platform would be should he
run for office, Trump boiled it down to a single word: “Respect.” He
added that our adversaries are “beating us psychologically, making us
look like a bunch of fools.”'”® Again, in a 1989 interview, “They think
the United States is made up of a bunch of fools. They’re laughing at
us.”!"” Even more explicitly, in a 1990 interview with Playboy magazine,
Trump explained that America was “suffering from a loss of respect.”
“People need ego,” he said, “whole nations need ego. I think our country
needs more ego” because our leaders have let other countries “literally
out-egotise this country.”!!

Trump has been astonishingly consistent on this subject for decades.
In a 2004 CNN interview, as the Bush administration’s War on Terror
was alienating the United States from the rest of the world, Trump again

demonstrated the importance he places on international respect and
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reputation. He lamented that we’re “not a very popular country right
now.”" In April 2009, in a discussion with Larry King, Trump offered
limited praise to Barack Obama for “trying to restore our reputation.”!!?
Trump’s speech at the 2011 Conservative Political Action Commit-
tee (CPAC) conference recycled these themes: “The United States has
become a whipping post for the rest of the world,” which “is treating us
without respect. . . . The United States is becoming the laughing stock
of the world.”"® Later that year, in an interview with CNN’s Candy
Crowley, Trump insisted, “We are not a respected country anymore.
The world is laughing at us.”'* A 2013 MSNBC interview featured
Trump claiming, “China and lots of other countries . . . are really tak-
ing advantage of our country and our people.”'® The world, he said at
the 2014 CPAC conference, “has no respect for our leader and . . . no
respect any longer for our great country.”''® In a 2016 interview with the
Washington Post, when asked about his prospective foreign policy, Trump
complained about “a tremendous lack of respect for our country” that he
planned to remedy “through the aura of personality.”'” In his speech at
the Republican National Convention in 2016, Trump warned that “as
long as we are led by politicians who will not put America First, then we
can be assured that other nations will not treat America with respect.”
Americans will continue to live “through one international humiliation
after another,” he warned, citing as recent humiliations Iran’s capture
(and prompt release) of American sailors in the Persian Gulf, Obama’s
Syria red-line controversy, and the attack on the U.S. consulate in
Libya—"the symbol of American prestige around the globe.”!*®

This fixation on international respect and reputation is common in
international relations. Preoccupation with honor, status, respect, and
reputation has had a major influence on states’ foreign policies through-
out recorded history, from warring Greek city-states in antiquity to the
emerging Sino-American rivalry in the 21st century. In the scholar-
ly literature, “status” refers to collective beliefs about a state’s standing
or rank in the international system. High-status states are seen to be
near the top of the hierarchy and exercise special prerogatives to which
weaker, lower-status states defer. The desire for prestige, sometimes

used interchangeably with “honor,” drives leaders to place special value
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on international recognition of their country’s eminence. Nations that
receive what they feel is insufficient status recognition experience it sim-
ply as disrespect. “[T]he key to understanding Trump’s foreign-policy
outlook,” according to the political scientist Reinhard Wolf, “lies in his

extreme attention to symbolism,” where

questions of substance are eclipsed by an obsession with status and
respect. . . . [Flor Trump, America First is not so much about advancing
the national interest measured in terms of material wealth or physical

survival. It is, first and foremost, about the United States becoming the
119

undisputed ‘number one’ again, and being treated with due respect.
Symbolism has certainly proved important to President Trump. He
called for, and signed into law, a large increase in military spending—Iless
for tangible security reasons than as a symbol of American power. His
aborted push to have a military parade in Washington, DC, was simi-
larly indicative of the flair and showmanship important to someone who
values prestige for its own sake. And in his relations with foreign leaders,
Trump places enormous value on their show of respect for America’s
high status, even to the point of being easily manipulated by flattery.
On a number of occasions, he has used press briefings to hold up
copies of letters sent to him by North Korean leader Kim Jong Un,
which shower Trump with respect and praise. The president describes
this correspondence as “historic” and “groundbreaking.” According to a
Washington Post report, “Trump is so smitten that he privately shows off
the notes to guests in the Oval Office”; former U.S. diplomats privately
suggest that “Kim has sized up his mark and showered the president
with flattery to soften him up at the negotiating table.”'?" In another
example, during a White House press conference, Polish president
Andrzej Duda proposed establishing a permanent U.S. military base in
Poland. To overcome Trump’s well-known aversion to providing for
Europe’s security, Duda suggested naming the base Fort Trump. Visibly
delighted, President Trump left Duda’s proposal open as a possibility.'?!
Trump’s first visit to a foreign country as president was to Saudi
Arabia, a country he had previously singled out for disapprobation for

taking advantage of the United States. The Saudi monarchy, however,
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hosted an elaborate red carpet welcome complete with ornate gifts, tra-
ditional sword dances, glowing orbs, and obsequious displays of fealty
and appreciation. Ever since, Trump has apparently taken Saudi Arabia
off the naughty list, arranging for major arms deals and eagerly lending
U.S. backing to Riyadh’s regional agenda. Japan was the other country
that, for decades, Trump had listed alongside Saudi Arabia as an ally that
was “ripping us off,” even suggesting during the campaign that Tokyo
might need to consider obtaining nuclear weapons to make up for the
loss of a U.S. security guarantee. Presumably aware of these statements,
and intent on maintaining U.S. military support for Japan under Trump,
Japanese prime minister Shinzo Abe was the first foreign leader to meet
face to face with the president-elect and was determined to get on his
good side. Abe presented Trump with a $3,755 gold-plated golf club,
sounded all the right notes about sharing the defense burden, and pro-
nounced his firm conviction that “Mr. Trump is a leader in whom I can
have great confidence.” Abe later followed up on his ostentatious gift
with a set of white baseball caps emblazoned with a play on Trump’s
campaign slogan, “DONALD & SHINZO, MAKE ALLIANCE EVEN
GREATER.”"??* Coincidentally, Japan, unlike many other prominent
U.S. allies, has yet to be on the receiving end of Trump’s vitriol.
Symbolic gestures with little or no tangible impact on the national
interest are the hallmark of a status-driven foreign policy. The Trump
administration’s strikes against the Syrian regime of Bashar al-Assad are
a good illustration. The attacks did nothing to protect the Syrian peo-
ple from the Assad regime’s brutality and had no discernable tactical or
strategic impact on the civil war. According to the White House, the
objective was to deter Assad from using chemical weapons in the future
and thereby enforce the international norm prohibiting the use of chem-
ical weapons. But the bombings were not authorized by Congress or the
UN Security Council and therefore lacked any legal sanction. The only
norm the administration really enforced is the one that says the United
States is exempt from the laws and norms it commands others to abide
by. What the strikes did accomplish was to signal the Trump adminis-
tration’s willingness to use force, thereby reinforcing America’s status

as the indispensable nation and the policeman of the world. “I think
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Donald Trump became President of the United States,” CNN’s Fareed
Zakaria explained in the immediate aftermath of the bombings.'** “The
strikes vindicated America’s prestige,” Walter Russell Mead wrote at the
time, “and dealt a clear setback to those who seek to humiliate or mar-
ginalize the U.S.”'#

Status motivations can sometimes inspire peaceful diplomatic efforts,
as may have been the case with Trump’s unprecedented, and very pub-
lic, summit with Kim Jong Un. For Trump, whispers of Nobel Peace
Prize glory and wall-to-wall television coverage of the first face-to-face
meeting between a North Korean supreme leader and a sitting American
president redounded with florid praise of skillful statecraft and history
being made. However, a status-driven foreign policy more often pro-
duces a hawkish approach to the world. In Why Nations Fight, Richard
Ned Lebow found that, of 94 interstate wars between 1648 and 2008,
58 percent were fought for status and prestige.'* Foreign policies that
seek to reaffirm one’s status or redress perceived disrespect can push lead-
ers to pursue more aggressive policies, including military action, for the
sake of peripheral interests.

Status and prestige concerns are a major animating feature of Donald
Trump’s worldview. At a personal level, they explain why he attacks the
standing of his detractors, whether “the failing New York Times,” “low-
ratings Morning Joe,” or “lightweight Marco Rubio.” They explain why
he so easily takes offense at perceived slights and so readily insults other
international actors. These concerns played a significant role in motivat-
ing military action against Syria and even surging troops in Afghanistan.
And they explain his tactic of harshly criticizing and even withdrawing
from “bad deals” negotiated by his predecessors, only to claim credit for

fixing them without actually making substantive changes.

The Authoritarian Mind

Trump exhibits distinct authoritarian tendencies. He equates per-
sonal loyalty with patriotism and regards disloyalty as treasonous. He has
repeatedly attacked federal courts as politically motivated and illegiti-

mate, even going so far as to target individual judges with ad hominem
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slander for having the gall to overrule his executive orders. He contin-
ually denigrates the news media as “fake news” and vilifies the press
as “the enemy of the people.” He maligned his own attorney general,
Jeft Sessions, and ultimately fired him in November 2018 for following
protocol and recusing himself from the federal investigation into the
Trump campaign’s activities in 2016 and Trump’s possible obstruction of
justice in firing FBI director James Comey. Trump repeatedly expressed
frustration that Sessions hadn’t used his authority at the Department of
Justice to snuff out the special counsel investigation led by Robert Muel-
ler. Trump, as he publicly articulated numerous times, never would have
nominated Sessions for the job if he had known Sessions would be dis-
loyal. Trump even criticized Sessions for permitting criminal investiga-
tions of Republican members of Congress in a midterm election year,
unambiguously implying that the Department of Justice should be an
overtly partisan agency in service to the president. According to one
report, Trump called Sessions a “traitor.”'*

Indeed, Trump has made something of a habit out of labeling his
detractors treasonous. When his top economic adviser, Gary Cohn,
submitted a resignation letter, Trump reportedly responded, “This

is treason.”'?’

He said White House officials leaking information to
the press “are traitors and cowards.”'* He accused Democrats who
refused to stand and applaud during his State of the Union speech of
being “un-American” and “treasonous.”'?’ Following the New York
Times’s publication of an anonymous op-ed by a senior administration
official that was deeply critical of the president, Trump demanded that
the newspaper of record “must, for National Security purposes, turn
him/her over to government at once!”"” On one occasion, Trump’s
intolerance for dissent led him to insinuate that protesting should be
illegal.” Trump also has a well-known affinity for foreign dictators,
as demonstrated by his rhetorical praise for and diplomatic embrace
of despots, from Egypt’s Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, to Saudi Arabia’s
Mohammad bin Salman, to Russia’s Vladimir Putin, to North Korea’s
Kim Jong Un.

In a dramatic illustration of his authoritarian tendencies, Trump

in May 2019 responded to Congressional inquiries by ordering the
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executive branch to defy lawful subpoenas from Congress regarding
any issue at all. Not only would any request for documents be ignored,
but Trump told his advisers and associates called to testify to refrain
from doing so, even under subpoena and threats to be held in con-
tempt of Congress. This blanket refusal to comply with any Congres-
sional investigation was unprecedented, according to House Judiciary
Committee Chairman Rep. Jerry Nadler, and put the country in a
“constitutional crisis.”!??

Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt, political scientists at Harvard
University, spent more than 20 years studying cases of democratic
countries in Europe and Latin America being subverted into dictator-
ships by the election of an autocrat or by the erosion of democratic
norms over time. They identify four key indicators of authoritarian
behavior in elected leaders: (1) rejection of (or weak commitment to)
democratic rules of the game; (2) denial of legitimacy of political oppo-
nents; (3) toleration or encouragement of violence; and (4) readiness to
curtail civil liberties of opponents, including the press. According to
Levitsky and Ziblatt, Trump meets all four key indicators."”> Trump’s
verbal encouragement of Russian hacking operations to undermine the
Clinton campaign, his refusal in the final presidential debate to promise
to respect the results of the election if he was defeated, and his baseless
claims both before and after the election of rampant voter fraud all fit
under the first indicator. His unprecedented threats (and, as president,
active efforts)”* to have his political rival Hillary Clinton thrown in
prison fits under the second. At campaign rallies, Trump frequently
encouraged violence against anti-Trump protestors, consistent with the
third indicator. And finally, Trump’s repeated denigration of critical
news media and his successive threats to “open up our libel laws” to
prosecute journalists who publish unflattering facts about him, qualifies
him for the fourth indicator."?

These authoritarian proclivities can shed light on Trump’s world-
view and his handling of the foreign policy apparatus in the executive
branch. Political scientists have been formally researching authoritarian
personality traits in political leaders for more than 70 years."** Those

with authoritarian traits tend to share important psychological habits and
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decisionmaking styles. They have greater difficulty engaging in critical
thinking, are more likely to blame scapegoats for societal problems, are
given to superstition and stereotyping, place a high value on power and
toughness, and tend to be very assertive and dominant in managing
subordinates, thus suppressing an open and deliberative internal deci-
sionmaking process. Authoritarian personalities are also given special
attention in the field of international relations, where “regime type”
is an important variable in various categories of state interaction, from
warfare to multilateral diplomacy."’

While Trump may have an authoritarian mind, the political sys-
tem in which he operates is by no means authoritarian. He is subject
to the democratic process via the electorate and constitutionally lim-
ited to serving only two four-year terms. His power is also at times
curbed by the norms and procedures associated with the professional
civil bureaucracy serving under him. His authority faces checks and bal-
ances from the two other branches of government, the legislature and
the judiciary. And America’s free press exposes internal administration
debates, sheds light on White House policies, and puts constant pressure
on the president’s agenda.

That said, there is arguably more raw power concentrated in the
single office of the president of the United States than in the thrones
of the world’s worst dictators. Executive power has been expanded
well beyond what is granted in the Constitution and in violation of
long-standing norms. Today, U.S. presidents exercise the de facto power
to unilaterally launch wars, both big and small, on their own and with-
out the consent of Congress. They can initiate covert actions or con-
duct air campaigns in any region simply by remote-controlled armed
drones. They have at their disposal the most sprawling, sophisticated
surveillance system in the world. Presidents even have the power to
destroy much of human civilization, with few reliable procedural con-
straints on the authority to launch nuclear war."*® Given these awesome
powers, Trump’s authoritarian tendencies are especially relevant and
help determine how he manages his administration’s foreign policy pri-
orities, how he perceives foreign threats, and how his impulses translate

into actual policy.
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ConcLusion

President Trump’s foreign policy doctrine is much more ambigu-
ous than that of his predecessors. However, the truth is that although
presidents are typically more explicit in laying out their foreign policy
doctrines within some cohesive strategic vision, all administrations
engage in some measure of improvisation that may or may not diverge
from their stated doctrine.”” And although Trump’s worldview is in
many ways unlike his predecessors’, he is subject to the same psycho-
logical biases and misperceptions that influence every president when
dealing with the inherently opaque nature of international politics,
where the actions and intentions of other states are often open to
interpretation.

Like previous administrations, Trump’s is biased toward action
rather than passivity. Threat inflation exacerbates this predisposition.
Overconfidence in the effectiveness of interventions of all kinds is also
common, as is downplaying the potential negative unintended conse-
quences of military action. Concerns about credibility have driven many
past presidents to take military action for peripheral interests out of the
largely misguided fear that inaction would embolden adversaries else-
where. Foreign policies are also influenced by what psychologists call the
fundamental attribution error, or the tendency to attribute the behavior
of other states to the character of the regime instead of the conditions
within which the state acts. This bias makes it easier for decisionmakers
to interpret defensive measures as offensive and hostile, leading to coun-
terproductive policy responses. Relatedly, Trump joins his predecessors
in bringing to the office preconceived “enemy images” of particular
states, notably Iran, that bias policy in a more antagonistic direction than
is objectively warranted. These kinds of biases influence every president
and must be included, along with the four frames we have outlined, as
important variables influencing Trump’s foreign policy."*’

Trump’s foreign policy preferences do not fit neatly into exist-
ing paradigms or labels. They are not consistent or concrete enough
to summarize in a “doctrine,” as with the Truman doctrine or the

Bush doctrine. He is not a realist or a liberal internationalist. Contrary
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to the assessments of many commentators beholden to the bipartisan
consensus around a grand strategy of primacy, Trump is also not an
isolationist or an advocate for restraint. Instead, zero-sum transaction-
alism, Jacksonian nationalism and militarism, status and respect, and
authoritarian proclivities represent personal characteristics and polit-
ical impulses that inform his worldview and motivate the policies he
has pursued in office.

We turn to those policies in the next chapter.






CHAPTER 4
Explaining Continuity and Change in Trump’s Foreign Policy

Without a doubt, the Trumpian worldview outlined in Chapter
3 represents a dramatic departure from anything espoused by the vast
majority of political leaders from either party since World War II. But
despite candidate Trump’s fiery harangues against the status quo, and
in spite of his unorthodox and erratic approach to foreign policy since
taking office, Trump’s America First vision has had much less impact
on the nation’s strategic course than most imagined it would. With a
few important exceptions, American foreign policy under Trump looks
much more like business as usual than a departure from it. Sadly, where
Trump has moved foreign policy in an America First direction, the re-
sult has been worse than what came before.

Why does Trump hew so close to the path of primacy? Assessing
why the Trump administration’s foreign policy looks the way it does
in practice is important not only for a full accounting of the actions
of the administration but also for our ability to understand—and to
improve—American foreign policy in the years to come. To the extent
that Trump’s actions flow from his own worldview, or from the people
he has handpicked to guide foreign policy, the obvious solution is to
replace him with a better president and a better foreign policy team. But
to the extent that Trump’s actions reflect bureaucratic constraints, do-

mestic politics, the views and lobbying efforts of the professional foreign
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policy community, or the pressures of the international arena, we are

foolish to imagine the next president will do much better.
Understanding the perpetuation of primacy is even more urgent given

how bad Trump’s America First version of primacy is—and how much

worse things might get if it becomes more fully entrenched over time.

Assessing TRump's ForeioN PoLicy

In a few critical policy areas, Trump has undeniably resisted pres-
sure to conform. The four frames of Trump’s worldview outlined in
Chapter 3—zero-sum transactionalism, Jacksonian nationalism and mil-
itarism, status-seeking and respect, and authoritarianism—help explain
those instances where he has most conspicuously departed from the basic
primacy playbook.

On immigration, for example, Trump exhibits the behavioral and
ideological tendencies of three of the four frames. His zero-sum view
of the economy makes restricting immigration important to protect
American jobs. His xenophobia toward Latin Americans and Muslims
springs from his Jacksonian nationalism. And his uncompromising, top-
down approach to immigration policy—including his “Muslim ban”
executive order, his sending of the U.S. military to the southern border,
and his decision to shut down the government until Democrats provided
funding for a wall—reflect his authoritarian instincts.

On trade, Trump’s essentially mercantilist view of international
commerce fits firmly within the zero-sum transactional frame. Although
the United States generally maintains low-tarift free trade, some protec-
tionist policies, as in agriculture, have long been tolerated as a political
reality under most U.S. presidents. But Trump, in preference and in pol-
icy, stands out from the crowd for his unabashed promotion of economic
nationalism, particularly on trade with China and Europe. That said, the
U.S.-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA), negotiated by the Trump
administration to replace NAFTA, while partially protectionist, actu-
ally includes only cosmetic changes to NAFTA and even borrows some
provisions from the TPP, a trade deal that candidate Trump had vocit-
erously derided. Trump’s evident pride in the USMCA as a significant
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achievement of his presidency, despite its lack of adherence to his pro-
tectionist ideology, may simply speak to the difficulty of making abrupt
radical changes to U.S. trade policy or his well-documented inattention
to detail, but it may also denote status-seeking behavior.

Another clear distinction is Trump’s penchant for eschewing mul-
tilateral agreements and abruptly withdrawing from international orga-
nizations. The United States has a long history of exempting itself from
international pacts and associations when it feels they get in the way. In
2001, the George W. Bush administration withdrew from the Kyoto
Protocol, an international environmental agreement. Another example
is the Rome Statute, which established the International Criminal Court
to prosecute officials who commit war crimes or participate in genocide.
Although 122 other countries have signed that agreement, successive
U.S. administrations have refused to do so. And the United States has
acknowledged that the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea, which
defines maritime rights and responsibilities, is customary international
law, but Washington refuses to ratify it.

That said, the sheer number of agreements and organizations Trump
has renounced, and the rapidity with which he has done so, suggests a
difference in degree if not in kind.! Trump withdrew from the Paris cli-
mate agreement; the TPP; the Iran nuclear deal; the Intermediate-Range
Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF Treaty); the UN Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization; and the UN Human Rights Council. Trump and
his national security officials have also oftered harsh criticisms of NATO,
NAFTA, the International Monetary Fund, the WTO, and the World
Bank, among others. Past administrations tried to carve out exemptions
to ensure maximum freedom of movement, but they generally worked to
uphold the broad set of international institutions and agreements. Trump,
on the other hand, seems to have an intrinsic distaste for international
arrangements, reflecting his Jacksonian emphasis on national sovereignty,
rejection of globalist designs, and preference for transactional bilateral
relations that capitalize on America’s zero-sum power differential.

Trump’s marked lack of rhetoric about the importance of promoting
democracy and liberal values in U.S. foreign policy represents another de-

parture from the norm. In the past, presidents employed such rhetoric for
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many reasons. Some genuinely believed that the United States should, as
a matter of policy, seek to transform the politics of distant countries along
broadly liberal democratic lines. Others used such rhetoric more as cover,
to legitimate policies with much less benign motivations. To be fair, the
Trump administration still uses some of this rhetoric, most prominently
as a bludgeon with which to attack illiberal adversaries like Iran (even
while we hypocritically support worse tyrannies such as Iran’s rival, Saudi
Arabia). But as a matter of policy, the promotion of democracy has taken
a back seat under Trump, which could be explained by his authoritarian
proclivities and the Jacksonian aversion to nation-building abroad.

A bird’s-eye view of President Trump’s foreign policy, however, reveals
much more continuity with the policies of his predecessors than change.
In some cases, the policy prescriptions of primacy overlap with those of
Trump’s worldview—continued militarism in the Middle East, for exam-
ple. In other cases, alternative explanations account for policy continuity.
We will explore these alternative explanations later in this chapter.

A tour of Trump’s foreign policy makes clear that he has not re-
treated from the world. In his 2019 State of the Union address, the pres-
ident pronounced that “great nations do not fight endless wars.”? To
date, however, the president has only talked about withdrawing ground
troops from some of the active conflicts America is currently engaged
in, while continuing the fight with air power and other lighter-footprint
tactics. Indeed, the two wars Trump has been most outspoken about
withdrawing from, in Syria and Afghanistan, are wars that he expanded
significantly during his first two years in office. Trump has maintained
all of America’s security commitments and has not withdrawn from
any overseas garrisons. U.S. military posture still seeks to dominate not
only the Western Hemisphere but also Europe, Asia, the Middle East,
and even Africa. Primacy remains America’s grand strategy, with all its

attendant flaws—albeit with Trumpian flavor.

Latin America

In Latin America, Trump’s foreign policy mostly looks like his pre-

decessors’. His administration has emphasized building and maintaining
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military-to-military ties with allies in the region, continuing a decades-
long policy of aiding, training, and equipping national forces while en-
suring access for U.S. military bases and troops.> As in the past, the
justifications for this approach are diverse, from fighting drug trafficking
to quelling local insurgencies and rolling back alleged regional penetra-
tion by Russia, China, Iran, and international terrorist groups. In stark
contrast to allegations of stingy isolationism, the administration pledged
in December 2018 to supply $10.6 billion in security assistance and eco-
nomic development aid for Mexico and Central America.*

Trump did reverse one Obama administration initiative in the region,
but that decision simply affirmed the status quo ante. At the tail end of
his presidency, President Obama orchestrated a fundamental shift in U.S.
policy toward Cuba. In 1962, the United States imposed an economic
blockade on Cuba, and policy had hardly budged since then. Yet the em-
bargo accomplished nothing beyond helping to impoverish Cubans. The
Castro regime not only survived decades of the embargo, it also survived
the death of its founder and underwent an orderly transfer of power. Pres-
ident Obama acknowledged this policy failure and, though he lacked legal
authority to lift the embargo, he established diplomatic relations with
Havana and eased restrictions on travel and business. Trump mostly over-
turned those policy changes, reverting to the outmoded status quo that
had been embraced by virtually every president since John F. Kennedy.

During his campaign, Trump laid out a combative posture toward
Mexico as perhaps the trademark of his policy agenda. In a speech launch-
ing his presidential run, he made sweeping xenophobic generalizations
about Mexican immigrants and vowed to build a wall along the south-
ern border, promising to somehow coerce the Mexican government to
pay for it. In the 2017 National Security Strategy, the administration
described “strengthening control over our borders and immigration sys-
tem” as “central to national security.”® The document went on to claim
that “terrorists, drug traffickers, and criminal cartels exploit porous bor-
ders and threaten U.S. security and public safety.”

The facts paint a very different picture. The overall terrorist threat
is minor; the annual chance of an American being killed in a terrorist

attack on U.S. soil is about 1 in 29.6 million—Iless than the chance of
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being struck by lightning. The chance of being killed by a terrorist who
illegally crossed the Mexican border is effectively zero. Since 1975, only
nine people who entered the United States illegally committed or at-
tempted to commit a terrorist attack, and only three of those entered
via the Mexican border. Not a single American in this period has been
killed by a foreign-born terrorist who entered the country illegally.’

As for drug trafficking, the vast majority of drugs smuggled into the
United States come through legal points of entry. Trump also exagger-
ates the crime rates of illegal immigrants: immigrants, whether legal
or undocumented, are about half as likely as native-born Americans to
commit violent or property crime.®

Nevertheless, President Trump has continuously stoked fear about
immigration from the south. In the lead-up to the 2018 congressio-
nal elections, he essentially manufactured a “crisis” over a caravan filled
with Latin American migrants and asylum-seekers driving toward the
U.S.-Mexico border. Trump called it “an invasion” while focusing pub-
lic attention on the threat it posed, apparently in an attempt to swing
the midterm election in favor of the Republican Party. He even ordered
Secretary Mattis to send thousands of U.S. soldiers to the border to stem
the tide, a rare and extraordinary step that was dubiously justified on
national security grounds.’

Trump has also escalated tensions with Venezuela. Amid rising po-
litical and economic insecurity, as well as the reelection of President
Nicolds Maduro in what international observers considered a sham elec-
tion, the Trump White House has targeted the regime in Caracas with
persistent threats and hostility. In 2017, Trump publicly floated the idea
of using the “military option” in Venezuela, though no set of objectives
accompanied the pronouncement, never mind any mention of a national

10

security rationale.'” A year later, the president made explicit reference

!'and administration offi-

to the prospect of an internal military coup,'
cials even met with rebel Venezuelan officers to discuss their plans to
overthrow the Maduro regime.'”” Meanwhile, the White House heaped
punishing economic sanctions on the country and paved the way for
Venezuela to be added to the State Department’s official list of state spon-

sors of terrorism, even though experts generally dismiss the allegation."
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These moves may seem unusually belligerent, but they are quite
typical. As Mark Feierstein, Obama’s senior director of Western Hemi-
sphere Affairs at the National Security Council, said, the Trump pol-
icy on Venezuela “is on the right track,” adding, “I think in many
cases they’re building on what we did in the Obama administration.”™
Going back further, in 2002, the George W. Bush administration was
implicated in helping orchestrate and encourage a coup in Venezuela,
which failed when loyalists in the military moved to protect then pres-
ident Hugo Chavez."® As if to emphasize the essentially conventional
nature of Trump’s approach, National Security Advisor John Bolton
coined the phrase “Troika of Tyranny,” an implicit allusion to the Bush
administration’s “Axis of Evil,” as a call to confront the regimes in Cuba,
Nicaragua, and Venezuela.'®

In January 2019, Juan Guaidd, the president of Venezuela’s National
Assembly, declared himself interim president. He did so in accordance
with provisions in the Venezuelan constitution that authorize the
president of the National Assembly to assume power and call for new
elections if the current leadership is deemed illegitimate. To most observ-
ers, this development was unexpected and impromptu, but the Trump
administration had prior knowledge of it and appears to have had a hand
in its orchestration for the purpose of changing the regime in Caracas.
Sen. Marco Rubio (R-FL) had reportedly been working closely with the
White House on Venezuela policy since the early days of the adminis-
tration. In February 2017, according to the New York Times, “Mr. Rubio
arranged for a White House meeting with Lilian Tintori, the wife of
Leopoldo Lopez, an opposition leader currently under house arrest and
the architect of Mr. Guaidd’s rise.”"” The day before Guaidd’s declaration,
Vice President Mike Pence phoned him, encouraged him to challenge
Maduro’s rule, and pledged U.S. support and recognition. Pence then
recorded a video message addressing the Venezuelan people and encour-
aging protesters.” Rubio met with Trump and Pence to plan the United
States’ immediate recognition of Guaidd as Venezuela’s new leader, while
Secretary Pompeo urged regional allies and partners to do the same.

Predictably enough, Maduro did not back down, and the Venezuelan

military stuck with him. In response, the Trump administration dug in
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its heels. The White House began drawing up policy plans to increase
sanctions on the Maduro regime and possibly send aid to the opposition.
National Security Advisor Bolton warned in a press conference that un-
less Maduro and the Venezuelan military handed over power to Guaido,
the United States might take forceful action. When asked by a reporter
to specify what action, Bolton issued the common refrain that “all op-
tions are on the table,” a well-known euphemism for military action.”
Fulton T. Armstrong, a former CIA analyst with years of experience
in Latin America, speculated to the Military Times that the Trump ad-
ministration is “not trying to provoke a war. . . . They’re trying to pro-
voke the Venezuelan military to rise up and overthrow Maduro.”?” But
by issuing those threats and inserting itself so boldly into Venezuela’s
internal affairs, the Trump administration is putting U.S. credibility on
the line, which could create pressure to act later regardless of intentions
at the outset. The costs and risks associated with such an inadvertent
escalation are not trivial: according to expert testimony during a House
Foreign Affairs Committee hearing in March 2019, an invasion “would
be prolonged, it would be ugly, there would be massive casualties.” As
many as 150,000 U.S. troops would be required to stabilize the country,
which is twice the size of Iraq, and more than 350,000 soldiers in the
Venezuelan military would be prepared to fight to defend their nation.*!
Intervention in the domestic politics of Latin American countries
comes right out of the traditional foreign policy playbook and has long
enjoyed bipartisan support. The United States has an extensive history
of foolhardy intervention in Latin America, including attempts at terri-
torial conquest, supporting violent rebel militias, training and arming il-
liberal regimes that commit human rights abuses, deploying troops, and
covertly overthrowing democratically elected governments in favor of
dictatorships. The oldest strategic rationale—to block intervention and
influence by states outside the Western Hemisphere—persists to this day.
But fears of foreign intrigue are substantially inflated, as are the supposed
threats from various weak and impoverished states to America’s south.
With the 2016 peace agreement between the Colombian government
and the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) rebel group,

the last active political armed conflict in the Western Hemisphere came
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to an end. Overall economic relations have been healthy, with Latin
America exporting more than $406 billion worth of goods to the United
States in 2017.%

Not surprisingly, deep suspicion of the behemoth to the north per-
meates the region.”> No doubt, President Trump’s xenophobia and open
disdain have exacerbated the problem, but anti-American sentiment is
mostly explained by opposition to U.S. policies that interfere in these
countries’ internal affairs, lend support to corrupt security forces, and
inadvertently inflame drug gang violence. None of this is essential to
U.S. national defense, and much of it produces results inimical to U.S.

interests and values.

The Middle East and South Asia

In the Middle East, Trump’s policies have also adhered very closely
to past practice. He has maintained an extensive infrastructure of
forward-deployed U.S. military assets throughout the region. In his first
year as president, he increased the number of U.S. troops in the theater
by more than 30 percent; almost 60,000 were deployed there as of De-
cember 2018. Overall, the use of force in the region increased massively
as Trump loosened the rules of engagement and intensified ongoing
bombing campaigns across multiple countries.” In 2017, the number
of coalition airstrikes against the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria rose by
nearly 50 percent compared with the previous year, while civilian deaths
rose by an estimated 215 percent.” The use of drone strikes has also in-
creased markedly.?

When Trump took office, his administration doubled down on
America’s traditional alliances in the Middle East, while reasserting U.S.
hostility toward long-standing adversaries. The new White House devoted
considerable effort to establishing close working relationships with Israel,
Saudi Arabia, and the smaller Arab Gulf states in Saudi Arabia’s orbit.

Unconditional support for Israel grew more effusive and hostility
toward the Palestinians more inflexible. Breaking with decades of dip-
lomatic protocol that aimed to save such moves for inclusion in a final

Israeli-Palestinian peace deal, Trump announced in December 2017 that
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the U.S. embassy in Israel would move from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem.
The decision explicitly recognized the latter as the capital of Israel, even
though East Jerusalem, which is occupied by the Israeli military, has long
been understood as the capital of a future Palestinian state. This move
undercut the viability of the peace plan that Trump asked his son-in-law
Jared Kushner to devise, in part by convincing the Palestinian side that
Washington had dropped even the pretense (though it has long been a
false one) of being a neutral arbiter in peace talks.

Then, in March 2019, Trump declared that the United States would
recognize Israeli sovereignty in the Golan Heights, territory Israel cap-
tured from Syria in the 1967 Six-Day War. Israel’s seizure of the territory
is considered illegal under international law and, although Washington
has for the most part tacitly acknowledged Israeli sovereignty there, of-
ficial U.S. policy has always been to leave the final determination to
a negotiated peace settlement. Trump’s unilateral declaration under-
mined an important international norm of territorial integrity, which
was made worse when the administration refused to criticize Israeli
prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s announcement in April 2019 that
Israel would begin annexing illegal Israeli settlements in the occupied
Palestinian West Bank, which would effectively kill the prospects of a
two-state solution.

The administration’s approach to Saudi Arabia has been almost slav-
ishly deferential. Washington has been closely aligned with the King-
dom of Saudi Arabia since President Franklin D. Roosevelt met with
King Abdul Aziz Ibn Saud aboard the USS Quincy in Great Bitter Lake,
Egypt, in 1945. The relationship was built around Saudi Arabia’s status
as an oil juggernaut, which bestowed on Riyadh vast economic and geo-
political influence. During the Cold War, the U.S.-Saudi relationship
deepened as Washington sought to forestall Soviet clout in this strategi-
cally vital region. Saudi-American cooperation reached a zenith during
the 1990-1991 Desert Shield and Desert Storm operations, with Riyadh
inviting the United States to build a major military base in Dhahran to
support the campaign to evict Iraq from Kuwait.

The successful conclusion of Desert Storm, the end of the Cold

War, and favorable changes in international oil markets should have
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diminished the value of Saudi Arabia to U.S. interests. The U.S. mil-
itary, however, did not leave Saudi Arabia. Instead, the air base in
Dhahran, along with others established in Kuwait and Bahrain, became
the basis for an expanded and permanent American military footprint in
the Middle East.

Despite the long track record of cooperation, the American mil-
itary presence in Saudi Arabia soon became problematic. Osama bin
Laden’s outrage at the American presence in Saudi Arabia prompted his
decision to focus al Qaeda’s strategy on the United States, leading even-
tually to the attacks on the American embassies in Kenya and Tanzania
in 1998, the attack on the USS Cole in Yemen in 2000, and the at-
tacks on September 11, 2001. The tensions in Riyadh’s relationship
with Washington were compounded in the aftermath of September 11.
Not only did the majority of the hijackers come from Saudi Arabia, but
many experts believe that the kingdom has bankrolled the spread of ex-
tremist Islamic doctrine and anti-American militant groups for decades.?’
As Hillary Clinton put it in a leaked classified diplomatic cable when she
was secretary of state, “donors in Saudi Arabia constitute the most signif-
icant source of funding to Sunni terrorist groups worldwide.”?

Under other circumstances these facts might have put a serious
damper on the U.S.-Saudi partnership. Thanks to the 2003 American
invasion of Iraq, however, Iran’s influence in the Middle East has grown
steadily over the past decade, fueling new worries in both Washington
and Riyadh about the stability of the region and Iranian threats to both
Saudi and American interests. As a result, the United States has grown
closer to the House of Saud.

For example, President Trump inherited the Obama administra-
tion’s policy of providing military, intelligence, and diplomatic support
for Saudi Arabia’s war against Yemen, its impoverished neighbor to the
south. The Saudi-led coalition began bombing and blockading Yemen
following internal strife and the 2015 ouster of Yemen’s authoritarian
president Abd-Rabbu Mansour Hadi, a loyal Saudi client installed in
2012 with the help of Washington and Riyadh. The Saudi-led coalition
was soon credibly accused of multiple war crimes as bombs fell on hos-

pitals, weddings, and residential areas, and civilian casualties mounted.
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The Saudis also imposed a devastating blockade which caused a massive
food shortage. This smacked of using starvation as a weapon of war. By
2018, Yemen was the site of the world’s most acute humanitarian crisis,
with tens of thousands of civilian deaths and an estimated 8.4 million
people on the verge of starvation—an entirely manmade catastrophe
enabled by Washington’s crucial support.’

At least in part, the Obama administration’s rationale for backing the
war in Yemen was to placate an aggrieved Saudi Arabia. Riyadh was op-
posed to the Iran nuclear deal and worried about the prospect of a U.S.
strategic tilt toward Tehran. Fortunately for the Saudis, Trump vowed
during the campaign to withdraw from the Iran nuclear deal. As pres-
ident, he fulfilled that campaign promise—despite stiff resistance from
his own cabinet, military leadership, and the intelligence community.

As already noted, the JCPOA is one of the most robust nonprolif-
eration regimes ever negotiated, and the International Atomic Energy
Agency, an independent UN body, as of the summer of 2019 had re-
peatedly confirmed Iran’s full compliance with the terms of the deal. All
the other parties to the agreement, including Russia, China, Germany,
France, and the United Kingdom, affirmed the value of the deal and
urged Washington to uphold it.

Trump’s advisers—Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, Secretary of
Defense James Mattis, National Security Advisor H. R. McMaster, Chair
of the Joint Chiefs of Staft Gen. Joseph Dunford, and Director of Na-
tional Intelligence Dan Coats, among others—all publicly voiced their
opposition to Trump’s determination to withdraw from the agreement.
He had to reshuffle his cabinet, promote the hawkish Mike Pompeo
from CIA director to secretary of state, and replace McMaster with for-
mer UN ambassador John Bolton, a longtime advocate of war with Iran,
before he could back out of the JCPOA with at least some support from
the principals in his own administration.

Trump announced the withdrawal in May 2018, accompanied by a
promise to rigorously reimpose harsh economic sanctions on Iran. This
move isolated the United States from the international community. A
return to comprehensive sanctions guaranteed worsening relations with

global powers, from America’s European allies to China, particularly
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because the administration threatened to enforce the sanctions even if
it meant penalizing foreign companies for doing legitimate business in
Iran. European capitals actively sought to circumvent such secondary
sanctions and protect European companies from U.S. penalties.

In a major escalation, the Trump administration had Canadian
authorities arrest the chief financial officer of one of China’s biggest
technology companies for engaging in economic relations with Iran that
are legal under Chinese and international law. China then retaliated by
arresting two Canadians. U.S. relations with some of the most important
countries in the world thus markedly deteriorated in service of a reckless
and ill-considered Iran policy.

Meanwhile, a steady stream of antagonism toward Iran poured out
of the Trump administration, primarily from Bolton and Pompeo, in
language reminiscent of the Bush administration’s propaganda campaign
in the lead-up to the 2003 invasion of Iraq. Trump officials repeatedly
invoked regime-change rhetoric and blustery talk of military action as
the basis for an anti-Iran posture that is hard to justify given Iran’s com-
pliance with the JCPOA and the negligible threat the country poses to
the United States.

The costs and risks of undermining the JCPOA are deeply worrying.
Not only has it isolated the United States, pitting America against the
major powers in Europe and Asia, but it also incentivizes Iran to unbur-
den itself from the deal’s strict limitations on its nuclear program. Under
the deal, Iran agreed to significantly roll back its nuclear program and
keep it under tight regulation and monitoring for the foreseeable future
in return for the economic benefits that would come with sanctions
relief. Trump chose to deny Iran those benefits, despite its compliance
with the terms of the deal. But, as a European diplomat explained,
“If you put too much pressure on Iran, at some stage it will resume its
nuclear program. It increases the risk of them misbehaving.”* And
indeed, in July 2019, Tehran violated the deal for the first time, exceeding
the limits on its uranium stockpile.” Iran intended the breach to pressure
the remaining signatories to provide the promised sanctions relief.

But by giving in to the perverse incentives imposed by the Trump

administration, Iran provided hawks in Washington with exactly the
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pretext they need to attack Iran under the same illegitimate preventive
war doctrines that justified regime change in Iraq. But Iran is a much
bigger, more cohesive, and more capable state than Iraq was in 2003. The
Iraq war cost trillions of dollars, thousands of U.S. lives, and hundreds of
thousands of civilian lives. It destabilized the Middle East, empowered
Iran, and exacerbated the terrorist threat by orders of magnitude. In-
formed estimates suggest war with Iran would be 10 to 15 times worse.*

Unfortunately, the Trump administration’s more hawkish comport-
ment went beyond mere rhetorical posturing. Indeed, it tangibly in-
creased the risk of war. According to the Wall Street Journal, Trump’s
National Security Council, led by John Bolton, asked the Pentagon to
provide “military options to strike Iran,” a request that “rattled” officials
at the State and Defense departments. According to one official, “Peo-
ple were shocked. It was mind-boggling how cavalier they were about
hitting Iran.”*> While the Pentagon has military options prepared for
virtually every country, such formal requests often signal intent across
executive branch agencies and indicate a president’s interest in consid-
ering military action. In this particular case, it was not clear whether
Trump knew about the request, but the president said in February 2019
that the United States will maintain a troop presence at military bases in
Iraq in order to “watch Iran,” a mission that had not been stated explic-
itly or authorized by Congress. “We’re going to keep watching and we’re
going to keep seeing and if there’s trouble,” Trump said in an interview,
“if somebody is looking to do nuclear weapons or other things, we’re
going to know it before they do.”**

The danger of such rhetoric and bureaucratic maneuvers is chillingly
illustrated by another reported exchange between national security offi-
cials in 2018. In a discussion about U.S. naval vessels in the Persian Gulf,
President Trump argued for attacking and sinking Iranian boats that
engage in provocations on the high seas. Administration officials talked
him back, aware of what a perilous escalation that would be.*

Bolton took another bold step in January 2019 when he claimed that
“we have little doubt that Iran’s leadership is still strategically committed
to achieving deliverable nuclear weapons,” a claim for which there is

no available evidence, and which directly contradicts the assessments of
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the U.S. intelligence community.*® Bolton is well known for this kind
of prevarication. According to interviews with former colleagues of his,
Bolton routinely skews intelligence and “resists input that doesn’t fit his

biases.”?’

According to a report in the New York Times, “Senior Pentagon
officials are voicing deepening fears that . . . Bolton could precipitate a
conflict with Iran.”*® When the administration announced in April 2019
that it would designate Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps as a
foreign terrorist organization—the first time the U.S. government has
designated a branch of a foreign government as a terrorist group—it took
another small step toward conflict. Senior Pentagon officials, including
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Gen. Joseph Dunford, as well as
CIA ofhicials, reportedly opposed the decision, according to the Wall
Street Journal, on the grounds that “it could lead to a backlash against U.S.
forces in the region” and damage relationships with U.S. allies “without
inflicting the intended damage to the Iranian economy.”?

Just days after this news, Sen. Rand Paul asked Secretary of State
Pompeo during congressional testimony whether the administration felt
that the 2001 Authorization for the Use of Military Force (AUMF),
which authorized military action against the terrorist groups that per-
petrated the 9/11 attacks, could also serve as legal authorization for at-
tacking Iran. Pompeo refused to answer the legal question, but said that
“there 1s no doubt there is a connection between the Islamic Republic
of Iran and al-Qaeda, period, full-stop.”” Both the Bush and Obama
administrations stretched the 2001 AUMF to justify military action
entirely unconnected to the original reason the legislation was passed.
Pompeo’s statement served as a worrying indication of the Trump ad-
ministration’s limitless interpretation of its authority to initiate a war
against Iran without explicit authorization from Congress.

In May 2019, Bolton made a series of escalatory decisions on Iran
policy, including hyping vague threats from raw intelligence (later con-
tradicted by other officials), depicting a long-scheduled carrier deploy-
ment to the Gulf as a show of force intended for Iran, and evacuating
nonessential personnel from the nearby U.S. embassy in Iraq. Specu-
lation of impending military action, stoked quite deliberately by Iran

hawks within the administration, eventually led President Trump to
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publicly declare his opposition to attacking Iran militarily. In June 2019,
after a series of attacks on shipping in the strait of Hormuz, Iran shot down
an unmanned American surveillance aircraft. Trump considered retal-
iatory strikes, but he ultimately opted for additional sanctions instead.
Separately, there were reports of U.S. cyberattacks. And the administra-
tion announced the deployment of an additional 1,000 troops to the
region.” The risk of an inadvertent, tit-for-tat escalation, however, is an
inherent feature of the administration’s overall approach.*

Meanwhile, in Syria, Trump doubled down on the Obama ad-
ministration policy of aggressive air strikes, aiding local forces, such as
Kurdish militias, to battle jihadists, and obliquely calling for the removal
of President Bashar al-Assad from power. But Trump’s approach has not
been identical to Obama’s. It has been more hard-line. Twice in the
span of a single year, Trump took unilateral military action to bomb
Syrian military assets, supposedly as punishment for the use of chemical
weapons, although casualties from such attacks are a tiny fraction of the
total in Syria’s civil war. Since Congress never voted to authorize these
military strikes, and since they did not preempt a direct threat to the
United States, they were plainly illegal. They also lacked approval from
the UN Security Council and thus ironically violated the very set of
international norms cited to justify them.

The White House discontinued the Obama-era CIA program of
aiding Syrian rebels but would later quadruple the number of U.S. troops
there.” Although Trump himself seems to dislike having boots on the
ground, his attempt to withdraw by February 2019 was essentially de-
feated by the national security bureaucracy, which managed to persuade
Trump to leave a residual force of up to 1,000 U.S. troops in Syria.*
That translates to another indefinite commitment of troops in yet an-
other Middle Eastern country on dubious legal grounds and an even
weaker strategic basis to pursue vague, possibly unachievable objectives
superfluous to core U.S. security interests.* If that weren’t bad enough,
continued meddling in the chaos of civil war in Syria risks mission creep,
which could more deeply entangle America in the quagmire.

In August 2017, under pressure from his national security team,

particularly then secretary Mattis, Trump ordered a surge of about
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4,000 additional U.S. forces to Afghanistan in direct contravention of
his campaign promises to withdraw from the stalemated war.*® The in-
crease in troops was accompanied by an intensified U.S. bombing cam-
paign that resulted in a spike in civilian casualties.” After 18 years of
military occupation, counterinsurgency operations, and nation-building
in Afghanistan, the U.S.-backed regime in Kabul is weak and unable to
establish territorial control, and it maintains one of the world’s worst
records for corruption and human rights abuses. The Taliban hold more
territory than at any time since 2001. Trump is clearly ambivalent about
continuing the U.S. commitment in Afghanistan, but so far he has not
managed to bring it to an end.

To its credit, the Trump administration has also quietly pursued
peace talks with the Taliban. Presumably the hope is to secure a politi-
cal settlement that will permit a U.S. withdrawal, though U.S. officials
have pushed for a leave-behind force in any final peace deal. Not clear
is whether the diplomatic overture will succeed so long as the United
States insists on the survival of the regime in Kabul, which the Taliban
view as illegitimate. At the same time, President Trump suspended
$300 million in aid to Pakistan, which had received $14 billion in U.S.
taxpayer money in 2002-2018. Such aid had flowed to Islamabad even
though the Pakistani government had funneled support to insurgents
fighting U.S. forces throughout the Bush and Obama administrations.*
The United States should certainly not be providing billions of dol-
lars to a corrupt regime that supports terrorist groups, but it is unlikely
Pakistan will react to the suspension of aid by discontinuing its support

for militants.*

Europe

Even as he has reinforced and expanded U.S. security commit-
ments to Europe, Trump has managed to simultaneously undermine
the transatlantic relationship in troubling ways. He has tactlessly berated
European allies for not carrying their own weight in terms of national
defense and deliberately made European leaders doubt the reliability of

the American commitment without actually initiating a formal revision
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to it.>® The president’s protectionist impulses on trade have also made for
a tense and distrustful relationship with Europe. Not only did Trump
slap tariffs on European steel and aluminum imports, but, as noted pre-
viously, his administration has also sought to impose economic sanctions
on European companies that do business in Iran, even though they are
permitted to do so under their own laws. Worsening diplomatic re-
lations with some of America’s closest allies in Europe can hardly be
chalked up as a foreign policy achievement, nor is it a sign of Trump’s
supposed commitment to restraint.

As a policy matter, the administration’s reaffirmation of the
American security commitment to Europe is consistent with primacy.
Overall, U.S. troop deployments in Europe have increased, as have
military exercises as far east as the Baltics and the Black Sea.” In
December 2018, the Pentagon also was actively exploring the pros-
pect of establishing a new U.S. military base in Poland.’* In 2018, the
United States led NATO in conducting the largest military exercises
since the end of the Cold War.>® Far from trying to dismantle NATO,
as many of his critics have charged, Trump has called for broaden-
ing NATO’s mandate to focus on challenging China.’* Trump has
even presided over the expansion of NATO, welcoming Montenegro
as the 29th member in 2017. Further expansion is expected, with
Macedonia taking steps to be the 30th member.”® And the former
Soviet republic of Georgia may not be far behind. In a 2017 visit to
Thilisi, Vice President Pence declared, in the presence of the Georgian
prime minister, “We strongly support Georgia’s aspiration to become
a member of NATO.”* In July 2019, after toying with the prospect of
inviting Brazil into the NATO alliance, Trump officially designated
Brazil as a major non-NATO ally, a privileged place in America’s
alliance politics.””

Bringing in new members to the antiquated Cold War—era mil-
itary alliance is not new, but neither is it wise. Given the problems
inherent in extended deterrence, particularly in far-flung locales that
carry little intrinsic strategic value for the United States, these com-
mitments undermine the credibility of Washington’s threats and prom-

ises. Few Americans are eager to fight and die, or have their sons and
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daughters do so, for small, distant, or unfamiliar countries that they can’t
even find on a map. Resourcing these commitments is also burdensome
for a cash-strapped electorate focused on domestic priorities and a federal
government $22 trillion in debt.

Despite occasionally expressing sympathy with the need to draw
down, rather than expand, America’s overseas military commitments,
President Trump has done the opposite. Indeed, he even went further
than Obama, authorizing the delivery of lethal aid to Ukraine in its
fight against Russian-backed separatists, a policy more likely to deepen
and prolong the Ukraine-Russia standoft than to successtully roll back
Russian aggression or deter it in the future. Trump’s Department of
Defense is even training Ukrainian military forces. This policy only
increases the risk of a dangerous escalation with Russia for the sake of a
country with whom the United States 1s not formally allied, a country
far more important to Moscow’s perceived interests than Uncle Sam’s.”

In addition, despite the president’s own obsequious rhetoric toward
Russian president Vladimir Putin, the administration has explicitly
identified Russia as a major geopolitical adversary that America must
confront.”” Suffice it to say, ramping up U.S. military activity in East-
ern Europe while casting Russia as an enemy in official documents is
likely to further damage U.S.-Russia relations and exacerbate the vol-
atile flashpoints between the two powers. It’s a recipe for deepening
Russian feelings of insecurity and provoking more Russian counter-
balancing eftorts. As previously mentioned, the administration formally
announced in February 2019 that the United States would withdraw
from the 1987 INF Treaty, a major arms control treaty with Russia.
Within days, Russian officials announced new plans to procure land-
based missile systems of precisely the type banned by the INF, in a tit-
for-tat dynamic that risks sparking a new arms race.®” In the broader
strategic context, hostility to both Russia and China risks pushing those
two powers closer together—to the detriment of U.S. interests and at
the expense of worthwhile bilateral cooperation on arms control, Syria,
North Korea, and the rise of China.

U.S. foreign policy should better reflect the reality of the situa-

tion: Russia is nowhere close to the geopolitical threat it once was.
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All Americans should take seriously Moscow’s cyber operations against
the United States, including those intended to sow division amid a
contentious presidential campaign. Cybersecurity is an all-hands-on-
deck enterprise. State and local governments have an obligation to
protect the electoral process from tampering, and all citizens should
be wary of misleading or demonstrably false stories—a problem that
Trump and others in his administration have often made worse. But,
even so, the Russian threat in the realm of information warfare has
been exaggerated.®

In the more conventional domain of military power, Russia is hardly
a direct security threat. Its GDP is valued at about $1.6 trillion, less than
a 10th of the United States’ and roughly equivalent to that of Spain and
Portugal combined. The collective GDP of the European countries in
NATO i1s $19 trillion, almost 12 times Russia’s. Europe also vastly out-
spends Russia on defense. Annual NATO-Europe defense spending is
roughly $229 billion, compared with Russia’s $66.3 billion. The mili-
tary power Russia does possess is underwhelming as far as great powers
go, with relatively limited power-projection capabilities and few strate-
gic allies that can supplement Moscow’s out-of-area ambitions. Added
to these limitations are endemic corruption and unfavorable long-term
demographic trends that will further sap the country’s power potential.
Clearly, Europe can handle whatever threat Russia might pose to the
region, and the United States should adopt a less hostile posture toward

Moscow.

East Asia

U.S. security policy in Asia has not fundamentally changed under
President Trump. The United States is still treaty-bound to protect
major East Asian allies like Japan, South Korea, and the Philippines, and
it continues its role as guarantor of the status quo in Taiwan. America’s
forward presence remains robust, with more than 150,000 active-duty
military personnel stationed at scores of military bases throughout the
region and more than half of overall U.S. naval strength regularly pa-

trolling the Pacific theater.
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Most of the Trump administration’s policy focus in East Asia has
centered on two major issues, China and North Korea. Official na-
tional security policy documents identify the rise of China as a major
threat that the United States must confront. Beijing’s growing economic
and military might, according to this view, threatens U.S. supremacy
in the so-called liberal world order and encourages a more assertive
Chinese foreign policy, to the detriment of global security and U.S.
interests. Administration officials, including the president, reportedly
view the threat from China through the lens of a best-selling book,
The Hundred-Year Marathon: China’s Secret Strategy to Replace America as
the Global Superpower, by the Hudson Institute’s Michael Pillsbury.®?
Steve Bannon claimed the book has served as the “intellectual architec-
ture” of Trump’s confrontational approach to Beijing.®® China specialists
have offered sharp criticisms of the book, however. “The evidence that
Pillsbury supplies,” according to the Harvard University scholar Alastair
lain Johnston, “does not sustain this narrative” that China has a secret
plan to replace America; and to the extent that the book has influenced
policymakers in the Trump administration, “it could delegitimize closer
U.S.-China coordination” and “contribute to an inaccurate and insuf-
ficiently nuanced understanding of the complex motivations behind
Chinese foreign policy.”**

The threat from China has been increasingly overstated. Hawks
point to Chinese maritime and territorial claims in the South China
Sea and the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), Beijing’s ambitious plan
for a set of intercontinental infrastructure projects to facilitate deeper
trade relationships around the world. China’s claims in the South China
Sea are indeed expansive and contrary to an international legal ruling,
but they hardly present a threat to U.S. national security.®> Continually
engaging in provocative freedom-of-navigation operations to confront
Chinese naval vessels and challenge China’s claims in the sea, as both the
Obama and Trump administrations have done, only further militarizes
the dispute while raising the risk of inadvertent escalation following
some kind of clash on the high seas.

Hawks similarly depict the BRI as an aggressive anti-American

Chinese initiative that ominously pulls numerous weaker countries into
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China’s geopolitical orbit. A congressionally appointed bipartisan com-
mission recommended in 2018 that the United States challenge China’s
Belt and Road Initiative by providing “additional bilateral assistance for
countries that are a target of or vulnerable to Chinese economic or dip-
lomatic pressure.”® Such a policy would lock America in a dangerous
globe-spanning zero-sum competition with China with no end in sight.
And it would be entirely unnecessary. Indeed, according to Deborah
Brautigam of Johns Hopkins University’s School of Advanced Interna-
tional Studies, certain elements of China’s BRI “should be encouraged,”
as they “shift more of the risks” of various worthwhile investments “to
Chinese investors.” Brautigam points out that the fear of China’s alleged
“debt-trap diplomacy” is based on a single case in which Chinese com-
panies secured a 99-year lease over a shipping port in Sri Lanka. “The
idea that Chinese banks and companies are luring countries to borrow
for unprofitable projects so that China can leverage these debts to ex-
tract concessions is now deeply embedded in discussions of China’s BRI
program,” she writes. “Yet the evidence for this project being part of a
Chinese master plan is thin.”"’

The logic of BRI is primarily commercial, not military or geo-
strategic. And too many in Washington assume that the reality of the
initiative will match the grandiose ambition of its authors in Beijing.
Just five years after it launched, the BRI is lagging behind its projected
benchmarks and, while much of it will surely prove productive, has also
redirected vast sums of Chinese capital to wasteful construction proj-
ects that are unlikely to provide a good return on investment. Accord-
ing to the International Monetary Fund’s managing director Christine
Lagarde, the ambitious global scale of the BRI itself makes “failed proj-
ects and the misuse of funds” more likely.®® BRI projects are rife with
cost overruns, cronyism, and corruption, partly because they are often
initiated and managed according to the political incentives of Chinese
Communist Party planners rather than purely economic calculations of
supply, demand, and efficiency. Beijing’s effort to encourage private in-
vestment in BRI projects has failed, suggesting that the initiative is less
than economical and may prove a strategic blunder for China.®” Many

Asian countries are increasingly leery of China’s BRI and suspicious of
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perceived efforts to expand Beijing’s influence over them.” Such senti-
ments are likely to intensify with time, making the geostrategic chal-
lenge of BRI much less scary indeed.

In a major address in October 2018, Vice President Pence depicted
China as a 21st-century opponent of virtually existential proportions, a
successor to the Soviet Union that requires a comparably all-consuming
whole-of-government global strategy to confront. He lamented China’s
authoritarianism, condemned Chinese efforts to “interfere in the do-
mestic policy and politics of this country,” and cited Pillsbury to allege,
erroneously, that China’s foreign policy “contradict[s] any peaceful or
productive intentions of Beijing.””!

Although maintaining an apparently cordial relationship with Pres-
ident Xi Jinping, Trump has been vehement in his condemnation of
China, particularly on trade policy. Pence complained about the U.S.
trade deficit with China and excoriated Chinese “tariffs, quotas, cur-
rency manipulation, forced technology transfer, intellectual property
theft, and industrial subsidies” as such a threat as to require our own big
government economic protectionism in response. The administration
has imposed tariffs on $250 billion worth of Chinese goods as of May
2019, threatening to more than double that number unless Beijing makes
major trade concessions.”

While China certainly does engage in some unfair trade practices,
the Trump administration’s narrow emphasis on this issue simultane-
ously embellishes the problem and obscures the tremendous value of the
U.S.-China economic relationship, which is mutually beneficial. The
total value of U.S. trade with China exceeded $635 billion in 2017,
an enormous benefit to both countries and one of the most important
bilateral trade relationships in the world.”” In 2016 alone, Chinese enter-
prises invested more than $50 billion in the U.S. private sector, helping
create more than 200,000 American jobs.”* Deepening this economic
relationship while trying to engage with Chinese efforts such as BRI
or the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) as a partner rather
than a spoiler has a much better chance of improving Chinese behavior
and cultivating a cooperative relationship with America’s nearest peer

competitor.
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Trump’s elective trade war with China has resulted in billions of
dollars of losses for both countries, with the automotive, technology,
and agricultural industries taking the biggest hit.”® Ironically, though,
even if this punitive approach succeeds in coercing China to change
its economic policies according to U.S. demands, that wouldn’t neces-
sarily serve Trump’s bottom line. For example, in trade negotiations,
the White House has pressed China to agree to purchase more than
$1 trillion worth of U.S. goods and services, but given the high cost
of production in the United States, many companies would be forced
“to open new factories in China and give Beijing bureaucrats more

17 In

sway over the U.S. firms,” according to the Wall Street Journa
particular, U.S. companies that manufacture semiconductor chips have
concerns about product security and intellectual property theft.”” In
other words, the administration’s concerns about supply chain vulner-
abilities and trade imbalances could actually be exacerbated by its own
negotiating position.

Moreover, China isn’t the only one with unfair trade practices.
In fact, the only country that receives more formal WTO complaints
over trade policy violations than China is the United States.”® And,
historically, China does a better job than the United States of comply-
ing with the rules once complaints are made. This strongly suggests
that engaging in skillful diplomacy with China to negotiate a com-
promise on trade policy would be fruitful. Certainly such an effort
would be less harmful than instigating a trade war, which has not only
provoked Chinese retaliation and brought mutual economic pain but
aggravated overall U.S.-China tensions. Understanding Beijing’s naval
development and expansive claims in the South China Sea as borne
out of a sense of military and economic insecurity helps to ease the
often overwrought anxiety in Washington over China’s rise.”” Intellec-
tual property theft and other shady trade practices are rather typical of
up-and-coming great powers.®” The United States certainly engaged in
such behavior as it rose to economic and military prominence. But eco-
nomic development tends to gradually undercut the utility of the worst
of these habits and, thus, China can be expected to engage in them less

as time goes on.
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As a matter of security policy, this antagonistic approach and de-
monizing rhetoric risks sparking a bitter rivalry that America can neither
win nor afford to wage. Hegemonic transitions, in which the distribu-
tion of power shifts from one dominant state to a rising challenger, tend
to be dangerous and prone to conflict, often as a result of some tit-for-tat
escalation on the periphery that each rival expects to win without direct
military confrontation. Cautious, prudent, and flexible statecraft, as well
as a willingness to make certain concessions, however, can overcome
these inherent risks. Unfortunately, given the worsening Sino-American
relationship, the intensifying mutual distrust, and the growing num-
ber of flashpoints between the two nations, the Trump administration’s
confrontational approach could become a self-fulfilling prophecy. He is
making an enemy out of China before it acts like one and in the absence
of a clear threat to U.S. national security.

Trump’s critics in the foreign policy establishment consistently com-
plain about his administration’s disrespect for longstanding U.S. alliances.
But there is little evidence of this in East Asia. Much to the contrary, the
Trump administration has doubled down on America’s alliances in the
Pacific. In a clear attempt to challenge China’s claims in the South China
Sea, Secretary Pompeo announced while on a trip to the Philippines
that “any armed attack on Philippine forces, aircraft, or public vessels
in the South China Sea will trigger mutual defense obligations under
Article IV of our mutual defense treaty.”®!

Before this, the U.S. commitment to defend Philippine claims in the
South China Sea was ambiguous. The mutual defense treaty certainly
obligates the United States to defend the Philippines if its territory is
attacked, but pledging to defend Philippine vessels far off the coast and
into international waters is a clear broadening of the commitment. By
removing all doubt, the Trump administration not only acted in accor-
dance with the general consensus in the foreign policy establishment,
but also further insinuated America into a localized dispute on the other
side of the planet with little national security value to the United States.
What’s worse is that the purported strategic logic of this expansive in-
terpretation of the U.S.-Philippine mutual defense treaty is to deter, and

even roll back, China’s claims in the area, an objective that is highly
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unlikely to be achieved by the mere utterance of U.S. backing. It does,
however, raise the risk of entrapment and inadvertent escalation.*

Trump’s initial policies toward North Korea were broadly consistent
with those of his predecessors. The administration worked with the UN
Security Council and regional powers to intensify the economic pres-
sure against Pyongyang, while the president repeatedly issued threats of
unilateral preventive military action unless Kim Jong Un forfeited his
nuclear capabilities.

This “maximum pressure” policy held until Kim, through a South
Korean liaison, offered to meet with Trump face to face. Trump ac-
cepted the offer immediately, in contrast to his three predecessors who
declined to meet directly with North Korea’s Supreme Leader. Trump’s
hard-line posture toward Pyongyang changed dramatically in the course
of these negotiations. His public statements went from over-the-top hos-
tility to credulous praise of Kim Jong Un, ridiculed by critics as naive
submissiveness. Upon returning home from the Singapore summit with
Kim in June 2018, long before any substantive progress toward limit-
ing Pyongyang’s nuclear program could have been made, the president
declared on Twitter, “There is no longer a Nuclear Threat from North
Korea.”®* Months later, he would report that negotiations were going
swimmingly, largely because of the rapport he had been able to establish
with Kim. “We fell in love,” he explained.*

Trump’s détente with Pyongyang has indeed made some kind of
disastrous war on the Korean peninsula less likely. That is a good thing.
But the claim that negotiations are going well is harder to maintain.
For starters, there appears to be a huge gap in how each side defines an
acceptable deal. The Trump administration has emphasized the need
for North Korea’s “complete, verifiable, irreversible denuclearization”
to secure any relief from economic sanctions. Kim, on the other hand,
has communicated a more gradual step-by-step reciprocation of compro-
mises and concessions. In the months after the Singapore summit, North
Korea followed through on several promised confidence-building mea-
sures, including returning the remains of U.S. soldiers from the Korean
War and suspending nuclear tests and tests of missiles that can reach

the U.S. homeland. In September 2018, Kim signed on to a statement
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with South Korean president Moon Jae-in suggesting that further dis-
armament measures are on the table if the United States delivers on
“corresponding measures.”

Although Kim agreed to vague language about denuclearization
in the joint communique signed at the Singapore Summit, his defi-
nition of denuclearization doesn’t match the Trump administration’s.
The White House has repeatedly made clear that they expect North
Korea to completely denuclearize in exchange for sanctions relief.
Pyongyang, on the other hand, has clarified that, for them, complete
“denuclearization” includes the removal of U.S. troops and military
assets from South Korea (U.S. nuclear weapons were removed in 1992
and have not been returned). This gap in understanding the terms of
negotiation can make for perilous uncertainty, causing each side to
distrust the other or take drastic steps when the other side appears un-
willing to play ball.

Comprehensive economic sanctions on North Korea are still in
place. The Trump administration suspended military exercises. And
some officials have reportedly entertained the possibility of revising the
U.S. security commitment to South Korea and formally ending the Ko-
rean War in some kind of prospective grand bargain with the North.*
Such a negotiating posture would be a significant break with past policy,

though Trump’s own national security officials have resisted it.

Africa

Trump’s commitment to maintain U.S. global hegemony is so strong
that it extends beyond containing Russia and China in their own spheres.
It also includes a hubristic 21st-century version of the “Scramble for
Africa,” the European imperial contest on the continent in the late 19th
and early 20th centuries. In December 2018, the president approved a
new strategy for Africa described by National Security Advisor John
Bolton as “the result of an intensive interagency process” that “reflects
the core tenets of President Trump’s foreign policy doctrine.”®® Accord-
ing to a Wall Street Journal report, this new strategy “is part of a broader

9987

effort . . . to fight for global supremacy with Russia and China.
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The strategy consists of three sets of policies. First, it calls for en-
gaging African nations to advance U.S. trade and commercial ties on the
continent. As Bolton explained, this effort is intended to support U.S.
investment opportunities, expand Africa’s middle class, and outcompete
burgeoning Russian and Chinese influence there. The strategy calls for
ensuring the “independence” of African nations. However, it appears
intended to ensure that African nations are dependent on the United
States instead of on Russia or China. Independence, per se, seems to
have little to do with it.

For example, as part of the administration’s supposedly new approach,
Bolton described a sustained U.S. effort to reform the domestic legal and
economic systems of an unspecified number of African countries to bet-
ter reflect America’s system and thereby facilitate greater U.S. economic
access. First of all, that is arguably the most ambitious nation-building
project America has pursued since the post=World War II reconstruction
of Europe and Asia. The reality is that “reforming” African countries
in this way is extremely difficult and prone to failure. Most such efforts
end up simply reinforcing the illiberalism and corruption that plague
many of these nations and looking more like the open-door policies of
the 19th century than the Marshall Plan of post-World War II Europe.

Second, the strategy vastly expands America’s overall military com-
mitments in Africa. It aims to counter the “serious threat” from “radical
Islamic terrorism and violent conflict.”® Reviving the War on Terror
with renewed focus in Africa is likely to generate endless opportunities
for U.S. military intervention and new counterinsurgency campaigns
that go well beyond a targeted effort to foil active terrorism plots against
the United States. The U.S. military’s posture in the Middle East since
9/11 provides ample evidence that this strategy is based on an inflated
sense of the threat of international terrorism and a considerable overcon-
fidence in the effectiveness of U.S. military force. It is, in short, a recipe
for failure. Moreover, the commitment to counter the threat of “violent
conflict” anywhere in a continent of 54 countries marks a stunning ex-
pansion of U.S. security responsibilities.*’

Third, the strategy calls for an overhaul of U.S. aid to Africa. Rather

than providing support to UN peacekeeping programs and humanitarian
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needs on the continent, for example, the Trump administration pro-
poses that U.S. aid be redirected to purposes more closely aligned with
perceived U.S. security interests. The Better Utilization of Investments
Leading to Development Act, enacted in October 2018, was sold to Pres-
ident Trump as a vehicle for countering Chinese influence in developing

countries.”’

More likely, it will translate into increased aid to corrupt
governments that agree (at least superficially) to conform to Washing-
ton’s preferences—whether that entails permitting U.S. military pres-
ence in-country, allowing the United States to train local security forces,
or cracking down on groups that those regimes lump in with the alleged
terrorist threat in Africa.

What Bolton describes is an expansion of America’s existing posture
in Africa. We already have hundreds of U.S. military facilities there;
scores of training programs for local security forces in countries like
Niger, Mali, and Cameroon; and an ongoing drone bombing campaign,
with little in the way of Congressional authorization or oversight, in
Libya, Somalia, and beyond.”’ This is anything but a retreat from the
world, and it demonstrates no sense within the administration that the

conventional approach is objectionable.

ExpLaiNiNG TrRump's EMBRACE oF PRIMACY

Overall, Trump has mostly adhered to the primacy playbook. In the
few areas where he has brought nontrivial change, it has mostly been
for the worse. Even where significant policy changes have been imple-
mented and warrant hope for progress, as on North Korea, incompe-
tent management creates enormous risks. The most striking difference
Trump brings to the presidency is not a specific policy change, but a
style. He speaks off the cuff and often contradicts his own policies.
He doesn’t even feign the typical decorum of the office and routinely
violates important norms rarely before transgressed so openly. Trump
appears to have brought more change to U.S. foreign policy than
he actually has, simply because he is such an outrageous personality
who disregards the etiquette, protocols, and conventions that previous

presidents observed.
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Given the bracing challenge to traditional American foreign policy
that Trump outlined during his campaign, why does so much of his for-
eign policy today look so similar to the policies of primacy from the past
several decades? Why has he implemented his America First vision in a
few cases but not in others?

One partial explanation is that, on several issues, Trump’s position
as a candidate actually reflected the broad primacy consensus rather
than a radically new direction. Even in the few cases where Trump
has shifted from the Obama administration stance—for example, the
decision to pull out of the Iran nuclear deal—doing so was entirely con-
sistent with standard Republican arguments, as well as his own predi-
lection for gaining status and respect through combative confrontation.
In short, Trump’s America First vision has at times overlapped with
the primacy playbook, and the result has been continuity at the grand
strategic level.

The real challenge, then, is to explain why Trump has failed to move
foreign policy in an America First direction on those issues he criticized
so witheringly as a candidate. Though Trump’s America First impulses
can be clearly seen on the trade and immigration fronts, little has been
done with respect to pulling American troops out of what Trump has
repeatedly called “pointless wars” and “costly” nation-building projects.
Nor has the United States made any substantial changes to its alliances in
Europe or Asia, despite Trump’s tough questioning of their value.

Expectations that Trump would make radical changes to American
foreign policy have been based, at least implicitly, on the assumption that
the president has the ability to make such changes. That assumption is
understandable. In his famous 1973 book, historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr.

t3)

coined the phrase “imperial presidency” to refer to the way in which
powers granted to the president during crises and wars have tended to
become permanent, amplified by the growth of the executive branch over
time and by the advent of television, which gave the president even greater
influence over the political agenda and public debates.”” Since then, few
topics have garnered as much consensus as this one; scholars widely agree
the president’s freedom of action on foreign affairs is vast and has grown

steadily over time.”
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Even without the steady accumulation of new legal authority, the
White House enjoys significant advantages in the national security and
foreign policy domain. Most fundamentally, perhaps, the president exer-
cises authority over foreign policy thanks to his control of the executive
branch and his constitutional role as commander in chief of the armed
forces. In contrast, Congress is a large and unruly group of politicians.
Often short on expertise and shirking direct responsibility for foreign
policy, they typically lack the political will to challenge the White
House on these matters.

In addition, the president, by virtue of the analytical and informa-
tion capabilities of the executive branch, including the National Security
Council and the intelligence services, inevitably has an advantage in
foreign policy debates with members of Congress, most of whom are
not experts in international security and have no independent means
for accessing classified information. Finally, the president also enjoys a
decided advantage in the marketplace of ideas; thanks to his bully pulpit,
the president can set the news agenda and frame key foreign policy de-
bates in ways favorable to his plans.”*

In normal circumstances these advantages present little problem;
presidential leadership provides a necessary unity of command and vision
for foreign policy, ideally complemented by active oversight of foreign
policy implementation by Congress. The problem arises when Congress
abandons its constitutionally mandated roles and cedes new powers to
the president. Scholars have documented a long and troubling list of
abdications of congressional responsibility over time. On international
trade and arms sales, for example, Congress has ceded the president wide
latitude on paper and almost total authority in practice. Congress has
also essentially abandoned its role in declaring war.

Perhaps the clearest sign of the trend is the occasional spasms of con-
gressional activity to rein in the president. The 1973 War Powers Act,
the 1976 National Emergencies Act, and the 1976 Arms Export Control
Act, for example, were efforts to limit presidential power and rebalance
the playing field, especially on foreign policy. None of them, however,
has proven particularly effective at stemming the growth of executive

power.”
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The terrorist attacks of 9/11 provided the most recent boost to the
imperial presidency. The USA PATRIOT Act, passed in October 2001,
provided the executive branch expanded powers of surveillance, investi-
gation, and detention. Even that wasn’t enough for some. Vice President
Cheney argued that the president needed additional powers to conduct
surveillance and track terrorists. On the basis of memos drafted by Justice
Department lawyer John Yoo, Cheney came up with a novel interpre-
tation of almost unlimited executive authority that supposedly allowed
the president unprecedented license to operate without oversight from
Congress. At one point, Cheney defended the expansion of executive
power after 9/11 by arguing that the War Powers Act had been an un-
constitutional “infringement on the authority of the president.””®

For much of the War on Terror, Congress had almost given up on
the idea of limiting presidential authority to use force. The 2001 Au-
thorization to Use Military Force, narrowly written to authorize the
president to defeat al Qaeda and those responsible for the 9/11 attacks,
remains the sole legal justification for American military intervention in
most of the Middle East, Africa, and South Asia regardless of the current
adversaries and objectives. A few members of Congress have raised the
question of debating a new authorization, with limits and timelines. But
18 years into the War on Terror, hardly any such debate has occurred.”

The 2018 showdown between Trump and Congress over Saudi
Arabia is the exception that proves the rule. After two failed attempts in
the Senate to end American support for Saudi Arabia’s intervention in
Yemen, the Saudis’ cold-blooded murder of journalist Jamal Khashoggi
tipped the scales. Though the CIA concluded the killing had been or-
dered by Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, Trump voiced
continued support for Saudi Arabia and the crown prince. As noted
above, Trump argued in explicit zero-sum, transactional terms, that the
partnership—and the profits from U.S. arms sales to Saudi Arabia—were
too valuable to risk by withdrawing support for bombing Yemen.

In December 2018, the Senate finally voted, 56—41, to end American
support to Saudi Arabia for its war in Yemen.” The vote marked the first
time that the Senate had invoked the War Powers Act since it was passed,

and it explicitly rebuked Trump’s protective stance toward Saudi Arabia.
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But while the vote provided a glimpse of the limits to the imperial pres-
idency, it also showed just how difficult it is to impose eftective limits.

As horrible as it was, the murder of Jamal Khashoggi should not
have been necessary to understand the devastation wrought by Saudi
Arabia’s war in Yemen. Yemen has held the title of the world’s worst
humanitarian crisis almost since the war began in 2015. Thousands have
died and millions face starvation and disease, thanks largely to an in-
discriminate air campaign that UN investigators believe may amount
to war crimes. For example, in August of 2018, a Saudi jet bombed a
Yemeni school bus, killing 40 children.”

But not until the murder of Khashoggi, who happened to work for
the Washington Post, was there finally enough momentum for the Senate
to act decisively. Even then, the first Senate vote turned out to be largely
symbolic. Then speaker Paul Ryan (R-WI) used a procedural maneuver
to ensure the House wouldn’t vote on any bill that might trigger the War
Powers Act.'”” By April 2019, both chambers of Congress voted to end
U.S. involvement in the war. Trump promptly vetoed the resolution.'
Thus, the difficulty of getting enough members of both parties and both
chambers to go against the president, especially during politically po-
larized times, clearly protects White House initiative—even when the
president takes actions that upset most members of Congress.

Indeed, the cult of the presidency has not weakened since Trump
took office. Writing in late 2018, James Goldgeier and Elizabeth Saun-

ders argued:

In reality, the problem goes well beyond Trump, and even beyond
the well-documented trend of increasing presidential power. Con-
straints on the president—not just from Congress but also from the
bureaucracy, allies, and international institutions—have been eroding
for decades. Constraints are like muscles: once atrophied, they require
bulking up before the competitor can get back in the game. Trump
did not create the freedom of action he is now routinely displaying. He

has merely revealed just how difficult it is to prevent it.!”

The imperial presidency argument suggests that the combination

of Trump’s authoritarian tendencies, his nontraditional views, and the
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vastly expanded powers of the modern presidency should result in plenty
of change. More specifically, the theory predicts the most change on
issues where Trump has the freest hand: foreign policy.

Indeed, this argument provides a reasonably satistying explanation
for several of the major policy changes Trump has directed while in of-
fice. The best example is international trade. As already noted, Trump
has made several major policy changes, reversing the efforts of previous
administrations—withdrawing from the arduously negotiated TPP trade
deal, restructuring the terms of NAFTA, and launching a trade war
with China while also hitting American allies with tariffs. Thanks to
prior congressional decisions that empower the White House on trade,
Trump eagerly exercised unilateral action in each of these cases despite
widespread concerns about his strategy. And though the new version of
NAFTA, now known as the USMCA, will require ratification, there is
little chance the Senate will undo Trump’s handiwork.

The imperial presidency argument is less useful for explaining why
Trump hasn’t pushed for more change in other areas where he enjoys a
relatively free hand. Why, for example, despite his public doubts about
the wisdom of foreign military occupations, has Trump expanded the
U.S. presence in Afghanistan, Syria, and the Middle East more broadly?
And why, given Trump’s personal antagonism toward many European
allies, has U.S. policy toward Europe not shifted in a more America
First direction? Observers have generated all sorts of theories. Here we
consider four of the most convincing arguments: learning on the job,
indifference and chaos in the White House, political calculations, and

strategic consensus and structural inertia.

Learning on the Job

One popular attempt to explain continuity under Trump suggests
that his initial positions on a range of issues were mostly just campaign
rhetoric. Once confronted with a harsh dose of reality and the com-
plexity of making big changes to foreign policy, Trump decided that
the status quo was not quite as foolish as he had previously believed."”
As Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell put it in 2017, “I think
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President Trump is learning the job, and some of the things that were
said during the campaign I think he now knows that’s simply not the
way things ought to be.”!"*

On the surface this argument certainly makes sense. All presidents
learn a great deal on the job, and Trump, as we have noted, entered the
campaign with less foreign policy knowledge than most candidates and
little understanding of the major debates in international security. He
may have taken more radical positions on foreign policy because of a
desire to win the election rather than because they reflected deeply held
beliefs or careful consideration. Once elected, Trump was forced to learn
quickly on the job, and his views shifted as he began to appreciate the
nature of enduring national interests, the complexity of international
relations, and the wisdom of established foreign policies. Trump himself
acknowledged as much at one point after a conversation about North
Korea’s nuclear program with Chinese leader Xi Jinping. “After listening
for 10 minutes, I realized it’s not so easy. . . . I felt pretty strongly that
they had a tremendous power” over North Korea. “But it’s not what you
would think.”"

For someone with as little foreign policy background as Trump, it
is tempting to imagine that this dynamic has shaped every decision he
has made. And without access to discussions between Trump and his
team, we can’t say for sure how important Trump’s recognition of new
information and the complexities of international affairs may have been.
Some observers credit Trump’s decision not to make major demands
on (or pull out of) NATO and other alliances to learning on the job."
Another potential example of this dynamic at work is Afghanistan. Al-
though Trump acknowledged his initial doubts about the wisdom of
keeping American forces there, he told the Washington Post, “We’re there
because virtually every expert that I have and speak to [says] if we don’t
go there, they’re going to be fighting over here. And I've heard it over
and over again.”'"’

On the other hand, this explanation clearly falls flat when it comes
to those positions that Trump has maintained from candidacy to the
White House. Trump had no more experience with immigration,

homeland security, or nuclear proliferation than with other issues; yet his
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positions on the border wall, travel ban, and pulling out of the Iran
nuclear deal did not change after he took office. Beyond that, although
Trump has admitted to the complexities of foreign policy on occasion,
he much more commonly points out how intelligent and knowledgeable
he is. More than once he has claimed to know more about the Islamic
State than the generals.'”® According to the contemporaneous notes of a
senior White House official following a meeting with national security
officials, which were provided to the journalist Bob Woodward, Trump
“lecture[d] and insult[ed] the entire group about how they didn’t know
anything when it came to defense or national security.”'”” Confidence in
his ability to discern the right path forward, in short, does not appear to
be a problem for Trump, even when it runs contrary to the conventional
wisdom. Indeed, Trump seems perfectly comfortable pressing forward
with these policies, suggesting that we might not want to put too much
stock in the learning-on-the-job theory as a general explanation for the

shape of Trump’s foreign policies.

Indifference and Chaos in the White House

Another perspective suggests that Trump’s own indifference toward
foreign policy, his chaotic approach to policymaking, and the dysfunc-
tional nature of the Trump White House have combined to make the
foreign policy process more turbulent and less predictable—while at the
same time making major foreign policy change less likely. This argu-
ment begins with the assumption that Trump himself is not particularly
interested in most foreign policy issues. The Mueller investigation has
also served as a serious distraction, limiting the amount of time available
for thinking about foreign policy. As a result, trade, immigration, and
border security are the only areas where Trump has made sustained ef-
forts to push the America First agenda. Much of American foreign policy
is thus on cruise control, in the hands of status quo—oriented advisers
and bureaucrats whose inclination is to implement and maintain, not to
innovate and reshape.

The second pillar of this argument is that, to put it mildly, Trump’s

approach to running his presidency is unsystematic. Most administrations
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attempt to plot foreign policy campaigns through coordinated efforts
on the legislative, bureaucratic, and communication fronts. Trump, in
contrast, seems to make foreign policy decisions on impulse, without
coordination, and sometimes without any communication whatsoever
with his national security team.

Trump’s tendency to tweet and make policy on the fly has made it
more difficult for his administration to pursue a coherent approach to
many issues. This New York Times description of a period in March 2018

serves as an excellent summary of Trump’s approach:

President Trump decamped to his oceanfront estate here on Friday
after a head-spinning series of presidential decisions on national secu-
rity, trade, and the budget that left the capital reeling and his advisers
nervous about what comes next. The decisions attested to a president
riled up by cable news and unbound. Mr. Trump appeared heedless of
his staff, unconcerned about Washington decorum, or the latest stock
market dive, and confident of his instincts. He seemed determined to
set the agenda himself, even if that agenda looked like a White House

in disarray."’

The result of Trump’s foreign policymaking style is a sharp zigzag-
ging from issue to issue, from position to position, without any obvious
grounding in strategy. Amplifying the notion that Trump is indifferent
to the substance of much foreign policy, he often appears to take public
positions simply to get attention, score political points, or boost his own
ego. Indeed, the growing number of occasions on which Trump has
tweeted or made statements in direct response to what he sees on the Fox
News network only strengthens this idea.!"! The cruise missile attacks
against the Assad regime, for example, came after Trump saw pictures of
the victims on television. As one observer noted, “Trump goes where the
applause is loudest. If that means being a full-throated birther, fine! If that
means inciting hysterics about Mexicans, game on! If that means hugging
NATO or smiling at corporate cronyism, Trump’s your man!”'"

Finally, the indifference and chaos argument also highlights the his-
torically high level of attrition among Trump’s national security team.

In December 2018, Secretary of Defense James Mattis resigned in protest
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after Trump’s surprise announcement (made without consulting Mattis
or any of his other foreign policy advisers) that the United States would
be withdrawing its troops from Syria. Following Mattis’s departure,
Trump was working with an interim secretary of defense, his second
secretary of state, and his third national security adviser. Given the im-
portance of people and personal relationships to the process of making
foreign policy, this turnover, which has been accompanied by a reshuf-
fling of supporting staff, has only added to the difficulty of crafting and
implementing foreign policy.'”

The “White House in chaos” view is certainly consistent with the
uneven progress of America First. Trump has long made immigration
and trade his priorities, and those areas are the least affected by the chaos
in the White House’s policymaking process. Meanwhile, issues that
Trump cares less about have tended to get less attention from him, slow-
ing the progress of America First on those fronts—and making Trump’s
foreign policy more of a roller coaster ride as he jumps from issue to issue

depending on the news cycle or whims of the moment.

Political Calculations

A more sanguine explanation, offered by Trump’s supporters, is that
his foreign policy moves simply reflect strategic political calculations of
what is possible and how much risk is involved. After all, making major
changes to American foreign policy is difficult from a policy and imple-
mentation perspective, and the process entails both geopolitical and do-
mestic political risk. Trump and his team may have simply made choices
that maximize the risk-reward ratio."*

This logic could explain why Trump has made bold moves on is-
sues where he views himself as being on solid ground politically and
where the potential downside costs are relatively low. On trade and
immigration, for example, Trump has repeatedly said in public that he

believes both issues are great for him politically.'

Making and lobbying
for big changes on those fronts thus carries little risk. In the worst-case
scenario, he fails to get what he wants (e.g., funding for his border wall)

and uses that as a political weapon against his opponents.
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The same logic might explain why Trump has been much more cau-
tious on other issues, such as the U.S. relationship with Russia, making
major changes to NATO or other alliances, or withdrawing American
forces from Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria. In the case of Russia, Trump
is fighting a Congress that wants to take a much harder line, raising the
threat that Congress could derail other initiatives if Trump pushes too
hard toward closer relations with Putin. In the cases of Afghanistan,
Syria, and Iraq, Trump may be avoiding the risk of public outcry if
withdrawal produces even short-term instability. Although Trump has
made clear that he would prefer to bring troops home, he has also ad-
mitted that his advisers believe the risk of more terrorist attacks is high.
Politically, this puts Trump in a difficult position. If he orders the troops
home and another major attack occurs on U.S. soil, he will incur serious

political damage.

Strategic Consensus and Structural Inertia

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, Trump has faced all the same
strategic and structural constraints that have long served to keep Ameri-
can foreign policy moving in the same general direction. Seven decades
spent pursuing primacy have imbued the status quo with tremendous
inertia—difficult for even a determined president to change. University
of Birmingham international relations professor Patrick Porter writes,
“Trump is not a typical president. But on grand strategic questions,
tradition imposed constraints.”''®

The first of these constraints is the strategic consensus embraced by
the foreign policy establishment. Throughout the Cold War, scholars
and political leaders praised the bipartisan foreign policy consensus on
the need for an ambitious strategy to contain the Soviet Union, to build
and sustain a new international order, and to maintain the world’s most
capable military—the strategy we call primacy in this book. Politics,
observers often noted during the Cold War, stopped at the water’s edge.
And most historians have agreed that consensus on these key objectives
allowed the United States to marshal its strengths and mobilize allies
effectively after World War II.
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As successful as America’s Cold War strategy may have been, seven
decades of general agreement on foreign policy matters also produced a
severe case of groupthink. The Washington, DC, foreign policy estab-
lishment—including current and former government officials, military
leaders, and bureaucrats who have played key roles in helping oversee
American foreign policy—overwhelmingly supports primacy. Barack
Obama found the foreign policy establishment so single-minded and
implacable, in fact, that he and his deputy national security advisor for
strategic communications, Ben Rhodes, nicknamed it “The Blob.”!”
The Blob is so effective in promoting primacy that it is often quite dif-
ficult to find opposing points of view, much less robust debate, about
American foreign policy on Capitol Hill or in the White House.'

This remarkable level of strategic consensus props up primacy and
pushes back against Trump’s America First doctrine in at least three im-
portant ways. First, by dominating the marketplace of ideas—through
think tanks, political talk shows, and other media—the establishment
not only provides an intellectual defense for primacy but also prevents
exposure to alternative ideas and arguments. And whenever it looks
like presidents or the public are tiring of the game, primacy’s publicists
start cranking out books. As Obama’s interest in primacy appeared to be
waning near the end of his second term, a raft of books began to appear
decrying Obama’s retrenchment and raising alarms about the dangers of
American retreat from global leadership.

One result of this dynamic is that, in 2016, nearly every presidential
candidate other than Donald Trump articulated a foreign policy vision
in complete alignment with the core pillars of primacy."” And though
Donald Trump’s foreign policy views lie outside the mainstream, he
retains a good deal in common with primacy—Ilikely more than he
would in the absence of such consensus. His push for increased defense
spending, attacking terrorist groups overseas, selling weapons abroad to
increase American leverage over allies, and his aggressive approach to
nuclear proliferation, all fit neatly under the primacy umbrella.

The second way in which the Blob constrains would-be foreign
policy mavericks is by occupying all the major policymaking roles in

government. As the famous saying goes, “people are policy,” and the
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Blob dominates the pool of people from which presidents must choose
their national security team. To be sure, these professionals, the vast
majority of whom have worked in the Pentagon, State Department, the
U.S. military, or DC think tanks and universities for most of their ca-
reers, have impressive resumes and can draw on a wealth of experience
to carry out the making of foreign policy. At the same time, however,
they have been socialized by the strategic consensus as well as govern-
ment agencies whose mandates are tied to maintenance of the status
quo. Many Republican foreign policy professionals effectively took
themselves out of the running for administration jobs by signing state-
ments opposing Trump’s candidacy. Meanwhile, many of the former
senior military leaders who served in the Trump administration built
their careers on the basis of operations justified entirely by primacy’s
core assumptions. Generals McMaster, Kelly, and Mattis, for exam-
ple, spent most of their early careers focused on containing the Soviet
Union and rose through the ranks by fighting terrorism in Afghanistan
and elsewhere.

This dynamic is the source of the “adults in the room” argument,
which holds that one of the most important constraints on America First
has been the beliefs and actions of Trump’s own appointees.'”* Given
that the foreign policy establishment has no America First bench, Trump
has had to make do with personnel who have more mainstream—or at
least non—America First—views. The most dramatic evidence for this
argument comes from a senior member of the Trump administration,
who admitted in the anonymous op-ed mentioned in Chapter 3, that
“many of the senior officials in [Trump’s] own administration are work-
ing diligently from within to frustrate parts of his agenda and his worst
inclinations.”'!

The result has been a great deal of internal opposition to Trump’s
preferred foreign policies. According to news reports, Trump’s advisers
have managed to talk Trump out of a long list of policy changes. In addi-
tion to pushing back on Trump’s inclination to withdraw from NATO,
Trump’s national security team has repeatedly obstructed his efforts to
pull U.S. troops from Afghanistan and Syria. Trump’s cruise missile

strikes in response to Syrian leader Bashar al-Assad’s use of chemical
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weapons reportedly came only after Mattis and others had talked him
out of simply trying to assassinate Assad.'??

Other times, however, Trump has clearly overruled his team, in
some cases replacing people with whom the disagreements had become
too sharp. Secretary Tillerson and National Security Adviser McMas-
ter left after failing to get on the same page with Trump. So did Gary
Cohn, Trump’s first chief economic adviser, whose cardinal sin was to
be a strong advocate of free trade.'” James Mattis apparently left on his
own terms, but for the same reason: he did not share Trump’s worldview.

The determining factors behind the amount of continuity or change
seem to be Trump’s priorities and bandwidth. Trump clearly wins de-
spite pushback from his advisers when he really wants to—as he has
done repeatedly on trade. But the Blob’s pushback—especially on the
War on Terror and more traditional areas of foreign policy, like the
NATO alliance or competition with Russia—seems to limit how many
battles Trump can wage and win over a given time frame. Combining
the strategic-consensus argument with the White-House-in-chaos ar-
gument, Patrick Porter has argued, “Trump, with his inchoate world-
view, was not a determined revisionist who could overcome these
[Blob-imposed] obstacles, and, instead, on security issues, if not on tar-
iffs and protectionism, quickly fell into line.”'**

Beyond pushback from the Blob, a second form of inertia is struc-
tural. Consider for a moment the incredible size of the U.S. foreign pol-
icy complex: the defense, intelligence, and diplomatic agencies employ
millions of people at a cost of more than $1 trillion each year. Consider
too how deeply committed Washington is to the business of maintaining
international order: the United States is not only a permanent mem-
ber of the UN Security Council (not to mention the largest funder of
the UN); it is also a signatory to dozens of treaties and partnerships
that commit the United States to providing for the security of more
than 60 countries. The United States maintains over 800 military bases
abroad and at any given time has hundreds of thousands of troops sta-
tioned abroad. Many thousands of these, of course, are actively engaged
in the globe-straddling war on terrorism in the Middle East, Central

Asia, Africa, and elsewhere.'®
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In short, the U.S. foreign policy complex is so vast, and the U.S.
foreign policy establishment so deeply committed to the present course,
that changing direction takes concerted effort. In the absence of direct
and continual pressure to revise policies, the bureaucracy will continue
on its course. From this perspective, transforming American grand strat-
egy from primacy to something as radically different as Trump’s America

First vision represents a Herculean task.

From Bap 1o Worse? America First anp Trump ForeioN Poticy Moving ForwaRD

An assessment of Trump’s foreign policy so far reveals all the long-
standing weaknesses of American intervention and hyperactivity, plus a
new raft of problems stemming from Trump’s unique blend of transac-
tionalism, Jacksonian militarism, status-seeking, and authoritarian im-
pulses. Where Trump has not made serious efforts to influence foreign
policy, the inertia of the system, both intellectual and bureaucratic, has
helped keep American foreign policy on the same steady, if misguided,
course of primacy. Where Trump has exerted the power of his office
more directly, such as with trade and immigration, he has succeeded in
changing the terms of public debate and begun to make major changes
in policy.

These same tensions between the status quo and Trump’s impulses
may play an increasingly powerful role in influencing Trump’s foreign
policy as the pressures of the job intensify, and as the fallout from vari-
ous investigations of the president and his associates become public and
the 2020 election campaign picks up. This does not bode well, how-
ever, for the prospect of responsible, coherent, practicable policy changes
grounded in a sophisticated strategic framework. An even bigger ques-
tion is how these forces will play out over the medium to long term,
after Trump leaves office and new administrations attempt to persuade
the electorate and the Washington policy establishment to embrace a
new path forward that reins in military intervention and privileges other
forms of global engagement, including diplomacy and trade.

The constituency for such a new approach exists, and is growing;

we explore it in the next chapter.






CHAPTER 5
The Evolution of American Internationalism and the
Emergence of “Generation Restraint”

Well before Donald Trump’s election, the foreign policy establish-
ment was already worrying about softening public support for American
leadership of the “liberal international order.” As Ian Bremmer wrote
in 2012, “In an age of austerity, Americans have less interest in helping
manage turmoil in the Middle East, rivalries in East Asia, or humanitarian
crises in Africa . .. 7' In 2013, the Pew Research Council reported that
for the first time since the question was initially asked by Gallup in 1964,
a majority of the public—52 percent—agreed that the United States
should “mind its own business internationally,” up from just 30 percent
in 2002 in the wake of 9/11. Also in 2013, a survey of the members of
the Council on Foreign Relations, comprising primarily professionals
working in the foreign policy establishment, found that 92 percent
believed that, in recent years, “the American public has become less
supportive of the U.S. taking an active role in world affairs.” In 2014,
the Chicago Council on Global Affairs also recorded a near-historic
low, with just 58 percent saying the United States should take an “active
part” in world affairs, a figure similar to the post—Vietnam War era low.
A 2016 Pew study found that 70 percent of the public wanted the next
president to focus more on domestic affairs, and just 17 percent wanted
the president to focus more on foreign affairs.” (See Figure 5.1.)

Against this backdrop, Trump’s election terrified the foreign pol-
icy establishment from both parties and provided rocket fuel for the
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Figure 5.1

Support for international engagement

Panel A: Chicago Council on Global Affairs

Do you think it will be best for the future of the country if we take an active part in world affairs or if

we stay out of world affairs? (% active part)
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Panel B: Gallup Center and Pew Research Center

The U.S. should mind its own business internationally and let other countries get along the best they can
on their own. (% disagree)
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most pessimistic takes on these trends. Some policymakers continued
to maintain that recent polls were only a blip and that the public’s basic
faith in international engagement remained unshaken. But the number
of people who voted for Trump and his America First vision suggested
to others that fundamental forces were at work undermining Ameri-
can internationalism. After all, as several scholars have noted, Ameri-
can internationalism emerged out of the “extraordinary circumstances”
in which the United States found itself after World War II. As those
circumstances have faded into history, and as Americans have become
less confident in their leaders and the domestic benefits—especially the
economic benefits—of global leadership, the foundations of interna-
tionalism may have eroded.” Writing in the New York Times, Brookings
Institution scholar Robert Kagan stated these concerns bluntly: “Presi-
dent Trump may not enjoy majority support these days, but there’s good
reason to believe his ‘America First” approach to the world does. . . . The
old consensus about America’s role as upholder of global security has
collapsed in both parties.”™

We argue in this chapter that the foreign policy establishment is
right to be worried, but not for the reasons typically offered. The declin-
ing support for international engagement is not just a blip; it 1s a signal
of a permanent shift in preferences for how the United States engages
the world. To be sure, recent short-term fluctuations in the polls mostly
reflect the impact of current events, especially public dissatisfaction with
endless and unproductive conflicts in the Greater Middle East and, more
recently, with Trump’s own foreign policy. Over the long run, however,
attitudes have shifted because of seismic changes in our nation and our
world: the end of the Cold War, the relative decline of American global
economic power as other countries rise, declining public confidence in
the United States and its institutions, and the increasing rejection of the
military-centric nature of American foreign policy. These dynamics are
not irreversible, but they have great inertia, and most of them lie beyond
the ability of policymakers and politicians to alter. As a result, they will
continue to help shape public attitudes well into the future.

At the same time, however, these trends do not signal the death
of American internationalism. They signify widespread support neither

for isolationism nor for America First. Poll after poll reveals that most
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Americans continue to reject Trump’s positions on the most essential
elements of his doctrine, including immigration, international trade, and
his approach to dealing with both allies and adversaries. Although dis-
satistaction with the status quo provided a window of opportunity for
Trump to criticize traditional elements of foreign policy, the polls reveal
that the actual policies spawned by his brand of nationalism, militarism,
protectionism, and xenophobia have failed to resonate with a majority
of Americans.’

Overlooked in the debate is what has really been going on over
many decades: an intergenerational process of attitude change. Support
for internationalism is not changing because all Americans are changing
their minds; it is evolving because, since the end of World War II,
successive generations of Americans have come of age during conditions
that made them less apt to embrace expansive foreign policy goals and
the frequent use of military force. As a result, younger Americans are the
most likely to question the traditional approach to foreign policy. At the
same time, younger Americans are the most likely to reject Trump’s
America First policies, and they remain supportive of most forms of
peaceful international engagement.

Unlike Donald Trump, these attitude shifts will be permanent fix-
tures of American politics. Just as older Americans have remained more
supportive of American global leadership and more hawkish throughout
their lives, so too are younger Americans likely to retain their prefer-
ences over the coming decades. Happily, as we will illustrate below,
these generational attitude shifts are harbingers not of isolationism, but
of a more prudent internationalism. Absent major domestic political and
economic turnarounds or devastating international crises, the demo-
graphic math will produce an electorate increasingly ready to embrace a
more restrained foreign policy focused on peace, free trade, and shared

international leadership.

SHIFTING PATTERNS OF INTERNATIONALISM

As Figure 5.1 shows, public support for international engagement

appears quite stable over the sweep of history and the fluctuations
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merely a function of temporary—and understandable—public reac-
tions to events. After the Vietnam War, for example, the public’s
appetite for international engagement waned, only to rise again after
the war’s effects eventually wore off. Similarly, public support for
international engagement spiked after 9/11 in response to the threat
posed by al Qaeda, but it eventually drifted back toward the historical
average.

From this perspective a simple explanation for the low points during
2013 and 2014 is war fatigue.® In its 2012 report, the Chicago Council
on Global Affairs had already noted, “The declining enthusiasm for an
activist role appears to be related in part to views of the wars in Iraq
and Afghanistan.”” Although both wars began with majority support,
by 2005, a majority had come to believe the war in Iraq was a mistake.
Afghanistan, always a more popular war, has also lost favor with the
public. The percentage who think the war in Afghanistan was a mis-
take climbed steadily after 2003, peaking at 48 percent in 2014; vari-
ous polls also find that, since 2010, a majority has opposed continuing
the war.® Thus, with almost 7,000 U.S. military personnel killed and
roughly 1 million wounded, and trillions of dollars spent killing terror-
ists and “exerting influence” in the Greater Middle East and elsewhere,
most observers acknowledge that Americans want to spend more time
focusing on domestic concerns. But just because people are tired of the
lack of progress and messiness and cost of intervention in the Middle
East doesn’t mean that Americans have turned their backs on the fun-
damental pillars of American foreign policy. For example, both Pew
and the Chicago Council recorded higher levels of public support for
international engagement after the emergence of the Islamic State as a
major threat in late 2014.

War fatigue explains much of the recent opinion trends, and without
question, public attitudes have displayed a remarkable level of stability
over many decades. But what these “topline” figures do not reveal is the
slow but steady shifts in attitudes that have been taking place across gen-
erational cohorts. As Figure 5.2 shows, public support for international
engagement looks very different when we break out attitudes toward

international engagement by generation.
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Figure 5.2

American support for international engagement by generation

Do you think it will be best for the future of the country it we take an active part in world affairs or if we
stay out of world affairs? (% active part)

Panel A: Silent, Greatest, and Lost Generation trends
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Americans became more supportive of international engagement
from the Lost Generation (born 1893—-1908) through the Greatest Gen-
eration (born 1909-1928) to the Silent Generation (born 1929-1945).
Since then, support for international engagement has declined through
the Baby Boomers (born 1946—1964) and Generation X (born 1965—
1980); the lowest support for international engagement recorded today is
among Millennials (born 1981-1996). And though the temporary effects
of events are clear from Figure 5.2, as the attitudes of each generation
fluctuate up and down over time, what is critical to notice is that the
generation gaps have not disappeared. Each generation has started from a
very different baseline of support for international engagement, and that
baseline has served as a sort of anchor over time regardless of the ups and
downs that reflect current events.

The size of the gaps varies from generation to generation, but
the cumulative effect since World War II is significant. In the 2017
Chicago Council poll, for example, 78 percent of the Silent Gen-
eration responded that the United States should take an active role
in world affairs compared with just 51 percent of Millennials. That
makes the average member of the Silent Generation over 50 percent
more likely to support global engagement than the typical Millennial.
As members of the Silent Generation and the Baby Boomers die off
(at a rate of roughly 2 million per year), they are being replaced by
younger Americans (now including Generation Z, those born from
1997 onward) with different views, slowly but steadily reshaping the
electorate.

At first glance this trend appears to support the theory that American
internationalism is losing steam. A closer examination of the data, how-
ever, makes clear that reports of its death have been greatly exaggerated.
The differences in Figure 5.2 are dramatic, but the meaning of people’s
answers to the survey question is less clear. The question itself is incredi-
bly vague. What does “taking an active part in world affairs” or “staying
out” really mean? How are respondents interpreting those phrases? How
do we know that all respondents think they mean the same thing or are
responding to the same current events—either in a given survey year or

over time?
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Because of concerns about this very issue, the Chicago Council
on Global Affairs in 2014 added an open-ended question to its survey,
asking people to explain their answers to the active part/stay out ques-
tion. Unsurprisingly, perhaps, the responses showed that people had
a wide range of rationales for both wanting to be engaged with the
world and wanting to stay out of world affairs. Those who answered
“stay out” usually did so out of unhappiness with a specific element
of American foreign policy rather than a desire for true isolationism.
The most popular reasons had to do with a desire to focus more on
domestic issues, a desire for the United States to be more selective in its
engagement abroad, and a sense that certain military engagements had
been ineftective. The Chicago Council thus concluded, correctly, that
providing a “stay out” answer did not signal an automatic preference for
isolationism.’

In turn, the Chicago Council’s analysis suggests that the genera-
tion gaps on the active part/stay out question are also more likely due
to specific underlying causes rather than a growing desire for isolation-
ism (that is, for actual disengagement from world affairs) among young
Americans. Indeed, a growing body of academic research gives us
good reason to suspect that the general question about global engage-
ment is at root driven by more specific impulses. Thanks in particu-
lar to the work of political scientist Eugene Wittkopf, most scholars
agree that people’s support for “cooperative internationalism”—that
is, diplomacy and working with other countries through international
institutions—is relatively distinct from their support for the use of
coercion and especially military force, also known as “militant inter-
nationalism.”! In other words, people are not so much isolationist
versus internationalist; rather, they tend to have preferred modes
of engagement. Taking our cue from Wittkopf’s observations, we
can tell a much more revealing story about shifting public attitudes
through an analysis of three major aspects of American foreign
policy: (1) the use of military force, (2) international cooperation, and
(3) free trade.

When we use that lens, the results are clear: the evolution of Amer-

ican internationalism is not a general movement toward isolationism.
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Instead, it reflects a new balance of preferences between militant and
cooperative approaches to engagement. Younger generations remain just
as supportive of international cooperation and free trade as older gener-
ations, but they are significantly less supportive of U.S. military power

and the use of military force.

Shrinking Support for the Use of Military Force

Table 5.1 shows that younger Americans, especially Millennials, are
typically the least supportive of using military force across a wide range
of hypothetical scenarios. Of course, in some cases a majority of younger
Americans do support the use of force—typically when the threat is most
directly aimed at the United States or in situations involving humanitar-
ian intervention.

Given the relative lack of enthusiasm for the use of force, it follows
that younger people are also less confident in the utility of military
power in general. While 62 percent of the Silent Generation believe U.S.
military superiority is an effective foreign policy tool, just 35 percent of
Millennials do."" And as Figure 5.3 shows, except for the short post-9/11
burst, the majority of Millennials do not see maintaining superior U.S.
military power worldwide as a “very important” foreign policy goal,
also in stark contrast to older Americans.

Finally, it makes sense that those who are least supportive of the
use of military force would be the least supportive of higher defense
spending. And indeed, as Figure 5.4 shows, younger Americans are
the least supportive of increasing the Pentagon’s budget. Once again,
the trend is most pronounced among Millennials. In the 2017 Chicago
Council survey, Millennials were the only generation in which
more respondents supported cutting defense spending than expand-
ing it, by a nine-percentage-point margin, 35 percent to 26 per-
cent. Generation X favored expanding over cutting by 34 percent
to 25 percent, while Baby Boomers supported expanding over cut-
ting by 44 percent to 19 percent, and among the Silent Generation,
48 percent favored expanding spending and just 14 percent favored

cutting spending.
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Table 5.1

Support for the use of military force
(% supporting)

Baby
Survey question Silent Boomer | Generation X | Millennial
Conducting airstrikes against Syrian 59 49 48 35
president Bashar al-Assad’s regime
The use of U.S. troops if North Korea 72 68 60 54
invaded South Korea
Conducting airstrikes against violent 79 74 65 62
Islamic extremist groups
Using U.S. troops if China initiates a 48 44 39 33
military conflict with Japan over disputed
islands

The use of U.S. troops if Russia invades a 56 53 52 49
NATO ally like Latvia, Lithuania, or Estonia

Using U.S. troops to deal with 70 68 68 65
humanitarian crises

Using U.S. troops to fight against 65 04 04 60
violent Islamic extremist groups in Iraq
and Syria

Conducting airstrikes against North Korea's 4 4 44 36
nuclear production facilities

Using U.S. troops if Russia invades the rest 4 39 35 38
of Ukraine

Using U.S. troops to stop or prevent a 74 76 73 73
government from using chemical or

biological weapons against its own people
Sending combat troops into Syria to fight 39 36 48 41
violent Islamic extremist groups

Sending combat troops into Syria 24 32 23 30
to forcibly remove Syrian president
Bashar al-Assad from power

Sending U.S. troops to destroy North 19 27 31 28
Korea's nuclear facilities

Source: 2017 Chicago Council Survey.
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Figure 5.3

Support for maintaining superior military power worldwide

Below is a list of foreign policy goals that the United States might have. For each one, please select whether
you think that it should be a very important foreign policy goal of the United States, a somewhat import-
ant foreign policy goal, or not an important goal at all: Maintaining superior military power worldwide.
(% very important)
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Source: A. Trevor Thrall et al., “The Clash of Generations? Intergenerational Change and American
Foreign Policy Views,” Chicago Council on Global Affairs, June 2018.

Steady Support acrass Generations for International
Cooperation and free Trade

Turning to support for international cooperation and trade, we see
a very different story. Relative to older Americans, Millennials exhibit
greater confidence in diplomacy, economic strength, and cooperation. A
2015 Pew survey, for example, found that 75 percent of Americans ages
1829 believed good diplomacy was the “best way to ensure peace,”
compared with 19 percent who believed military strength was the
answer. In contrast, among Americans 65 and older good diplomacy
was the choice of 47 percent, while military strength was the answer
for 39 percent.”” Millennials are also the most likely to answer that a
country’s economic strength is more important in determining a nation’s

power and influence.”
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Figure 5.4
Support for expanded defense spending

Below is a list of present federal government programs. For each, please select whether you feel it should be
expanded, cut back, or kept about the same: Defense spending. (% expand)

50
45|
40|
35
30
25
20
15

"""
1974 1978 1982 1986 1990 1994 1998 2002 2006 2010 2014 2018

=-=- Silentt ~——BabyBoomers  -—- GenerationX = = = Millennials

Source: A. Trevor Thrall et al., “The Clash of Generations? Intergenerational Change and American
Foreign Policy Views,” Chicago Council on Global Affairs, June 2018.

When it comes to international cooperation, research has shown that
Millennials are at least as, if not somewhat more, supportive of all forms
of cooperation, from formal treaties to participation in the International
Criminal Court to strengthening the United Nations." As Table 5.2
shows, for example, the 2017 Chicago Council survey found no drop-off
among younger Americans in support for participation in the Paris climate
change agreement or the Iran nuclear deal. Figure 5.5 reveals the same
pattern with respect to support for existing U.S. alliances such as NATO."”

Support for free trade has also remained steady over the generations.
Younger Americans display the same, if not greater, levels of support for
globalization and free trade relative to older Americans. As Figures 5.6
and 5.7 show, though Millennials are somewhat less likely to think that
international trade has been good for creating jobs in the United States,
no significant difference appears on the questions of whether trade has

been good for the U.S. economy or for consumers; a strong majority
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Table 5.2

Participation in international agreements

(% support U.S. participation)

153

Survey question

The Paris Agreement that calls for countries
to collectively reduce their emissions of
greenhouse gases

The agreement that lifts some international
economic sanctions against Iran in exchange
for strict limits on its nuclear program for at
least the next decade

Silent
76

63

Baby
Boomer

69

56

Generation X
69

62

Millennial
74

62

Source: A. Trevor Thrall et al., “The Clash of Generations? Intergenerational Change and American
Foreign Policy Views,” Chicago Council on Global Affairs, June 2018.

Figure 5.5
Attitudes toward NATO commitment

Do you feel we should increase our commitment to NATO, keep our commitment to what it is now, decrease
our commitment to NATO, or withdraw from NATO entirely? (% increase + maintain)
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Foreign Policy Views,” Chicago Council on Global Affairs, June 2018.
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Figure 5.6

Attitudes toward international trade

Overall, do you think international trade is good or bad for the United States? (% good)
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Source: A. Trevor Thrall et al., “The Clash of Generations? Intergenerational Change and American
Foreign Policy Views,” Chicago Council on Global Affairs, June 2018.

Figure 5.7

Views on globalization

Turning to something else, do you believe that globalization, especially the increasing connections of our
economy with others around the world, is mostly good or mostly bad for the United States? (% mostly good)
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Foreign Policy Views,” Chicago Council on Global Affairs, June 2018.
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Figure 5.8

Support for free trade agreements
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good or bad for the U.S. economy? (% good) 12 Pacific nations called the Trans-Pacific
Partnership (or TPP). Based on what you know,
do you strongly support, somewhat support,

somewhat oppose, or strongly oppose this free
trade agreement? (% net support)
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Source: A. Trevor Thrall et al., “The Clash of Generations? Intergenerational Change and American
Foreign Policy Views,” Chicago Council on Global Affairs, June 2018.
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of younger Americans believes that international trade is good for the
United States. More generally, Millennials are the most likely to respond
that globalization has been “mostly good” for the American economy,
and as Figure 5.8 shows, they are the most supportive of trade deals like
NAFTA and the TPP.

ExpLaNG THE RiSE oF “GeneraTioN RESTRAINT”

Having documented the presence of generation gaps in foreign
policy attitudes, the next critical step is to explain them. If, as some sug-
gest, Americans remain committed to the expansive goals and traditional
tactics of U.S. foreign policy, then perhaps the polls are simply show-
ing the impact of aging and current events. If so, then as Millennials
and Generation Z reach maturity, they will take an “internationalist
turn” and exhibit the same levels and patterns of support for foreign
policy as their elders. From this perspective, nothing has changed and

there is no reason to expect the future electorate’s attitudes to diverge
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from the foreign policy establishment’s preferred course. The weight
of the available evidence, however, suggests that this view is wrong.
A more plausible explanation is that changing historical circumstances—
including the relative decline of America’s global power, decades of
unpopular military actions abroad, and the end of the Cold War—have
combined to impart very different worldviews to younger Americans.
And these beliefs, once embraced, are very resistant to change.

The argument that people’s views on foreign policy will change
as they get older is plausible on the surface. Public opinion researchers
have documented a wide range of attitudes and behaviors that change
in a fairly predictable way as people get older. People become more risk
averse as they get older, more attentive to public affairs, and more likely
to vote. The most relevant point here is that people tend to pay more
attention to public affairs as they get older. This tendency could help
explain the internationalism gap between younger and older Americans
through the following logic: As the youngest generation, Millennials
are less knowledgeable about global affairs and disinterested in foreign
policy. But as they age, they will become more interested in and better
informed about foreign affairs. As people age, they also become parents
and take on leadership positions in society and may feel a deeper sense
of responsibility for the nation. Thus, as people age, they may be more
likely to realize the value of American leadership abroad.

The reality, however, is that younger people have not always been less
internationalist than their elders. As panel A of Figure 5.2 illustrates, pub-
lic support for international engagement grew from the Lost Generation
(those born between 1893 and 1908) to the Greatest Generation (those
born between 1909 and 1927) and peaked with the Silent Generation
(those born between 1928 and 1945). Not until after the Silent Generation
were younger generations less supportive of international engagement.

Furthermore, the aging argument is a poor fit for the specific pattern
of shifting attitudes we have just outlined. According to the logic of the
aging-effects hypothesis, younger Americans should be less supportive
of international cooperation, trade, and the use of military force, as
well as less likely to want to “take an active part” in world affairs more

generally. But as we have shown, younger Americans are already just
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as supportive of most forms of international engagement as their elders.
To salvage the aging-effects story, we would have to argue that aging
somehow affects only people’s attitudes toward the use of military force
and the generic “active part” question without having any impact on
people’s attitudes toward international cooperation and trade. And given
that younger generations were more supportive of international engage-
ment than older generations until World War II, this inability to explain
the data is a death blow to the aging argument.

A better potential explanation for attitude shifts is demographic and
social change. Given the large-scale changes to the composition of the
American polity since World War II, older generations and younger
generations may simply be so different that they hold different views.
Thanks to increased immigration, rising education rates, and shifting
political currents, America’s population looks very different today than it
did in the 1940s. To the extent that those changes are linked to attitudes
on foreign affairs, they should help explain the trends we see.

What complicates the story is that not all of the changes point in the
same direction when it comes to support for international engagement.
On the one hand, being white has typically correlated with somewhat
higher support for international engagement, which should have a
damping effect on younger American’s support for international engage-
ment because the country has become much less white over time. On
the other hand, education is even more heavily correlated with support
for international engagement, and here the arrow points the other way.
Younger Americans are far more likely to have finished high school and
completed at least some college than those in the Silent Generation. Past
research indicates this should make younger Americans more supportive
of international engagement, other things being equal. On balance,
then, demographic changes seem more likely to have made younger
Americans more supportive of international engagement.

The most important impact that demographic changes have on
younger people’s preferences concerns how, not whether, to engage the
world. A great deal of research backs up what is pretty obvious to even
the casual observer: conservative ideology is closely correlated with sup-

port for militant internationalism and skepticism about international
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cooperation, while liberal ideology is most closely associated with sup-
port for international cooperation and opposition to the use of military
force.'®

has tilted a bit further toward the liberal side of the spectrum. In the

Since World War II, each generation since the Silent Generation

2017 Chicago Council survey, people self-identifying as conservative
outnumbered those identifying as liberal by 24 percentage points among
the Silent Generation, by 13 points among Baby Boomers, and by 8
points among Generation X. Among Millennials, however, those identi-
fying as liberals outnumbered conservatives by 5 percentage points. This
trend clearly suggests a better explanation for the decline in confidence
and comfort with the role of military force in American foreign policy
than aging effects. Because younger Americans are more likely to be lib-
eral than their elders, they are also more likely to embrace international
cooperation while rejecting militant forms of global engagement.
Ideological change, however, is not the only explanation for the
trends at work. The generation gaps persist even when we control

for political party. As Figures 5.9 through 5.12 show, Republican and

Figure 5.9

Preferences for the U.S. role in world affairs, by generation and party

Do you think it will be best for the future of the country if we take an active part in world affairs or if we stay
out of world affairs? (% active part)
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Source: A. Trevor Thrall et al., “The Clash of Generations? Intergenerational Change and American
Foreign Policy Views,” Chicago Council on Global Affairs, June 2018.
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Figure 5.10

Support for maintaining U.S. military superiority, by generation and party

How effective do you think each of the following approaches are to achieving the foreign policy goals of the
United States? (% very effective)
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Source: A. Trevor Thrall et al., “The Clash of Generations? Intergenerational Change and American
Foreign Policy Views,” Chicago Council on Global Affairs, June 2018.

Figure 5.11

Support for maintaining existing alliances, by generation and party

How effective do you think each of the following approaches are to achieving the foreign policy goals of the
United States? (% very effective)
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Source: A. Trevor Thrall et al., “The Clash of Generations? Intergenerational Change and American
Foreign Policy Views,” Chicago Council on Global Affairs, June 2018.
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Figure 5.12

Support for globalization, by generation and party

Turning to something else, do you believe that globalization, especially the increasing connections of our
economy with others around the world, is mostly good or mostly bad for the United States? (% mostly good)
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Source:A.Trevor Thrall etal., “The Clash of Generations? Intergenerational Change and American Foreign
Policy Views,” Chicago Council on Global Affairs, June 2018.

Democratic Millennials alike are less interested in taking an active part
in world affairs than the elders in their own parties, while both Repub-
lican and Democratic Millennials remain as supportive of international
cooperation and free trade as their fellow partisans.

These results make clear that ideological change itself is not
enough to explain everything we see going on with American atti-
tudes over many decades. The best explanation is what academics call
political socialization—that is, the enduring influence of events expe-
rienced during a person’s formative years. At the heart of this expla-
nation is the “critical period,” a concept first oftered by the influential
sociologist Karl Mannheim nearly 70 years ago. The hypothesis

holds that the state of the world and transformative events that occur
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during young adulthood produce outsized and permanent effects on
people’s attitudes."”

Thanks to technological, political, and social change, as well as
to crises, wars, globalization, and the end of the Cold War, each new
American generation has come of age in a world that looks very differ-
ent from the one its parents and grandparents confronted. And because
young people are at their most impressionable as they come of age,
their experiences during late adolescence and early adulthood produce
changes in their baseline attitudes about a host of cultural, social, and
political issues. In this way each generation’s way of thinking about
the world is distinguished from that of its predecessors. This argument
explains why the Lost Generation, which came of age during World
War I and the Great Depression, had a more skeptical view of mili-
tary force and U.S. adventures abroad compared with members of the
Silent Generation, whose critical period was influenced by the decisive
victory of World War II and a time of unequaled U.S. economic and
political hegemony. The critical-period framework also provides insight
into why Millennials, who grew up during the Great Recession and
unsuccesstul War on Terror, express preferences so similar to those of
the Lost Generation.

Today’s younger Americans have spent their formative years and
early adulthood witnessing lengthy, unsuccessful wars and military inter-
vention in Iraq, Afghanistan, and elsewhere. They did not experience
the heady aftermath of World War II, when the United States enjoyed
incredible economic and political dominance. And with the oldest of
them born in 1981, Millennials weren’t all that aware of the role mili-
tary strength played in the successtul containment strategy of the Cold
War. If they were aware, they’d have also noticed that the United States
rarely used military force after the Vietnam debacle and still won the
Cold War in 1991. Simply put, to young Americans, war has looked like
a poor approach. As a result, they do not share their elders’ confidence
in America’s ability to use military force to pursue national interests
effectively.

Younger Americans these days also see the world as a less danger-

ous place than do older Americans. As Table 5.3 shows, Millennials
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Table 5.3
Perceptions of threat

Below is a list of possible threats to the vital interest of the United States in the next 10 years. For each one,
please select whether you see this as a critical threat, an important but not critical threat, or not an import-
ant threat at all (% critical threat)

Baby
Silent Boomer | GenerationX | Millennial

International terrorism 81 80 73 66
(yberattacks on U.S. computer networks 80 81 74 66
North Korea's nuclear program 84 82 75 64
Possibility of any new countries, friendly or 65 66 60 54
unfriendly, acquiring nuclear weapons

(limate change 41 4 43 52
Russian influence in American elections 44 4 4 43
Military power of Russia 40 40 37 38
Political instability in the Middle East 55 53 4 34
Development of China as a world power 39 40 36 30
Large numbers of immigrants and refugees 4 4 40 29
coming into the U.S.

Source: A. Trevor Thrall et al., “The Clash of Generations? Intergenerational Change and American
Foreign Policy Views,” Chicago Council on Global Affairs, June 2018.

simply worry less about most potential threats, whether the issue is
North Korean or Iranian nuclear weapons, international terrorism, or
cyberconflict. This attitude may follow from their lack of confidence in
the utility of military force: if you don’t trust the hammer, maybe noth-
ing looks like a nail.

At a more fundamental level, younger Americans have also become
increasingly less likely to express belief in American exceptionalism.
Just half of Millennials responded that the United States is the “greatest
country in the world,” compared with three-quarters of Baby Boomers
and the Silent Generation. Four years ago, the American National
Election Study similarly found that although 79 percent of the Silent

Generation consider their American identity to be extremely important,
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only 45 percent of Millennials do." As a generation less wrapped up in
the flag than their elders, Millennials are more likely to cast a jaundiced
eye toward the United States unilaterally flexing its military muscle

across the globe.

AmericA FIRsT? No THANKS. AMERICAN ATTITUDES
TOWARD THE TRumP DoCTRINE

The discussion so far makes clear that the pessimists’ worst-case
scenario—a national retreat into isolationism—is off the mark. Decades
of survey data reveal that the primary change afoot is in public prefer-
ences for how, not whether, to engage the world. Nonetheless, Trump’s
assault on free trade, his inconsistent treatment of allies, his relentless
attacks on immigrants, and his generally callous rhetoric toward many
traditional foreign policy practices are reasonably seen as worrisome.
Has Trump amplified whatever cracks do exist in support for traditional
American foreign policy?

Actually, despite Trump’s bluster and bravado, the fears of the pes-
simists have not come to pass. So far during the Trump administra-
tion, we have seen an extraordinary level of backlash to Trump and
his America First vision. Not only have his signature policies actually
become less popular since he took office, but Trump’s rhetoric has also
spawned greater support—at least temporarily—for almost every aspect
of international engagement, from free trade to the use of American
troops abroad.

Trump’s trade wars with China, his imposition of tariffs on allies
such as Canada, and his criticism of NAFTA as “the worst deal ever
made” may have energized his base, but Trump’s course on trade has not
been popular overall.” A 2018 Chicago Council survey found histori-
cally high support for free trade, with 82 percent agreeing that free trade
was good for the American economy, which represented an unprece-
dented jump of 15 percentage points since Trump won the Republi-
can nomination in 2016.*" And though Trump subjected NAFTA to
withering criticism for years before renegotiating it, a June 2018 survey

found that 63 percent of Americans believed the agreement was good
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for the U.S. economy, up 10 percentage points from 2017 and a record
high for NAFTA support.?’ Even the TPP, which Trump summarily
pulled out of after taking office, now receives support from a majority
of Americans—with 61 percent answering that the United States should
participate in it.?

Trump is also clearly in the minority camp when it comes to immi-
gration, another key pillar of the America First vision. Trump began
his presidential campaign in 2015 complaining of Mexican immigrants:
“They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists.”*
Since taking office, Trump has made reducing and controlling immi-
gration a central part of his political agenda, repeatedly emphasizing the
threat from both legal and illegal immigrants, and even shutting down
the government in December 2018 over his failure to convince Congress
to provide him funding for a border wall.

But most Americans simply don’t share the president’s dim view of
immigrants. According to the June 2018 Chicago Council on Global
Affairs poll, just 39 percent of Americans see immigrants and refu-
gees as a critical threat to the vital interests of the United States.?
On the other hand, Gallup found that 71 percent say immigration is
a good thing for the country today.”> And poll after poll finds that a
majority of Americans think that even illegal immigrants should have
the opportunity to stay in the United States—68 percent in a recent
Quinnipiac poll say they should be able to apply for citizenship.?
Relatedly, Trump faces the same political headwinds in the debate
over how to handle the “Dreamers,” children brought to the United
States by undocumented immigrants, many of whom have lived almost
their whole lives here. Seventy-nine percent of Americans think the
Dreamers should be allowed to stay and become citizens.?”’ In short,
the majority of Americans have rejected this pillar of the America First
agenda; just 40 percent approved of Trump’s handling of immigration
as of November 2018.%

Unsurprisingly then, most Americans have never been keen on
Trump’s favorite construction project. Despite his nonstop efforts to
frame the southern border wall as a critical security issue, support for

building it has rarely nudged above 40 percent since the month after
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Trump took office. A January 2019 Quinnipiac poll found that Ameri-
cans oppose building a wall on the Mexican border by 55—41 percent.”

The only areas in which Trump has found somewhat more sup-
port are issues on which his America First sensibilities align with
public perceptions of security threats. During the campaign, Trump
argued that refugees fleeing the civil war in Syria should not be
allowed to enter the United States because terrorists might hide
among them. Trump’s position received majority support. Two-thirds
of Americans supported preventing Syrian refugees from coming to
the United States in a June 2017 poll.”” And though poll results have
varied widely, a majority of Americans seem to approve of Trump’s
“travel ban” temporarily restricting visa applicants from six Muslim-
majority countries to those who can show a close family relationship.
As of this writing, the most recent poll on this question by Morning
Consult/Politico in July 2017 found that 60 percent approved the

travel ban.?

ConcLusion

American internationalism is not dead, but it is changing, and for
the better. The foreign policy establishment’s defenders are right that
current events explain a lot of the fluctuations in public attitudes on
foreign affairs, but they are wrong to assume that nothing fundamental
is changing. Those who have argued that something is going on, on the
other hand, are correct but have drawn the wrong conclusions about
what that is.

American support for international engagement is not disappear-
ing; it is evolving toward a more decided preference for peaceful inter-
national cooperation. Our analysis suggests that the United States is
undergoing an inexorable shift. Older, more hawkish Americans com-
fortable with expansive foreign policy goals and ambitious American
leadership are being replaced by younger Americans who are less certain
about the righteousness of American primacy and more restrained in
their approach to wielding American military power in pursuit of the

country’s national interests.
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For those who worried about what Trump’s election meant for the
public’s foreign policy attitudes, the polls provide a degree of solace.
Despite all the advantages conferred by his office and the bully pulpit,
Donald Trump has utterly failed to increase support for his America
First vision. In fact, Americans are now more supportive of interna-
tional cooperation, free trade, and general engagement with the world
than when Trump took office. Though much of this recent movement is
likely a short-term “Trump eftect,” at the very least the polls make clear
that Trump has not created a new wave of America First adherents.

At the same time, the reality that any support exists in the United
States for the illiberal, counterproductive, and dangerous policies Trump
espouses should signal to political leaders of all stripes that public sup-
port for prudent foreign policy is not a given. It also reveals that tradi-
tional justifications for American foreign policy no longer command as
much support as they once did. To ensure that Trump’s combination of
nativism and isolationism does not become the doctrine of the future,
the United States will need other leaders to articulate a new foreign pol-
icy vision that acknowledges public concerns while doing a better job of
explaining how and why the nation must engage the rest of the world.

This task will not be an easy one. Globalization, automation, popu-
lism, and other powerful trends that are reshaping both international and
domestic politics will not relent any time soon. To the extent that these
forces help explain both Trump’s success and public attitudes, we should
expect continued debate and division over the future of American for-
eign policy. Americans worried about economic competition from other
nations or concerned about terrorism, immigration, and the influence
of other cultures on their way of life may continue to look to leaders
like Trump for answers. The next and concluding chapter explains how

responsible politicians can address these issues.



CONCLUSION
Toward a More Prudent American Grand Strategy

The Trump presidency was destined, it seems, to operate under
a cloud of suspicion. From the start, controversy surrounded Donald
Trump and his campaign. The special counsel investigation by Robert
Mueller into the Trump campaign and possible connections with
Russian assets has led not only to credible allegations of unlawful con-
duct by Trump himself, but also to dozens of criminal indictments or
convictions of Trump associates, including former campaign manager
Paul Manatort, former National Security Advisor Michael Flynn, and
long-time personal attorney Michael Cohen. Although the Mueller
report did not accuse Trump himself of breaking the law, a number of
investigations relating to Trump and his family remain ongoing. Rarely
has a presidency been as plagued with the prospect of impeachment as
this one. Trump’s inexperience, his capricious management style, and his
disdain for orderly interagency processes have only added to the storm of
chaos and impropriety that has typified his administration.

In its conduct of foreign policy, the Trump administration has
been impulsive, ad hoc, and incompetent. When the president has been
able to wrench the debate toward his worldview, the result has been a
mixture of backlash, false starts, and foolish policies. Other times, the
broken and outdated grand strategy of primacy has continued apace,

though with considerably less strategic coherence and greater resistance
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from both allies and adversaries. The reputation of the United States
has plunged since Trump’s election, making the successful pursuit of
U.S. interests, however they are defined, much more difficult. In this
dynamic and crowded international arena, resistance to U.S. power and
influence is growing, and America’s capacity for overcoming this resis-
tance is diminishing.

Here, we conclude by prescribing a more restrained grand strate-
gy that eschews the policy of managing world order through force and
coercion, calling instead for relinquishing America’s global military
commitments and focusing on promoting U.S. security and prosperity

through trade, cooperation, and diplomacy.

THe Cast ror Doin SoMeTHING DiFFERENT

Donald Trump’s frontal assault on the foreign policy community
shocked their senses and wounded their pride. Whereas he called U.S.
foreign policy a disaster, most of its architects believe it has worked pretty
well. The world under American primacy has grown safer, richer, and
freer, they point out, and that benefits the United States. Meanwhile,
as the primacists see it, the costs of maintaining the current system—a
loosely liberal order under American leadership—are not onerous and,
in their view, are clearly outweighed by the benefits. Trying something
different, they say, would be unwise. We should ignore calls for the
United States to change direction and focus instead on making primacy
work better—including by explaining its benefits more clearly to the
American people.!

This book documents the many reasons these arguments don’t hold
water and why a more concerted marketing campaign is unlikely to work.
Americans, particularly younger Americans who have reached adulthood
in the post-9/11 global war on terrorism, doubt that American military
dominance has delivered safety and security. They are eager to continue
and even expand America’s engagement with the rest of the world, but
skeptical that such engagement must be primarily military in nature.

The members of the U.S. foreign policy community are correct on

one point, however, though not for the reasons they think. The world has,
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indeed, changed—and mostly for the better. People around the world
are living longer, healthier, and more fulfilling lives. The benefits are
not limited solely to those living in advanced economies; living stan-
dards have improved even for the world’s poorest. Organized, state-on-
state conflict, meanwhile, has nearly disappeared. To be sure, pockets
of chaos and violence persist. Civil war and persecution of religious and
ethnic minorities have occurred on nearly every continent within the
past quarter century, from Rwanda, Bosnia-Herzegovina, and Kosovo in
the 1990s, to Somalia, Syria, and Yemen in the mid to late 2010s. These
tragedies notwithstanding, the general human condition has improved
during the period of American military dominance. And the one cata-
clysm that world leaders feared most, a third world war, has not occurred.

That does not mean, however, that American military power is
responsible for all this progress.” Relative peace between the great pow-
ers since 1945 also coincides with the emergence of nuclear weapons.
And an entire generation of international relations scholars has a ready
explanation for why that is. The threat and use of force in a world with
nuclear weapons simply cannot play the role it once did in international
politics.” States with a reliable nuclear arsenal, one that is impervious
to a debilitating surprise attack, don’t “need to worry very much about
their sovereignty or independence,” according to Harvard University’s
Stephen Walt. “A handful of survivable weapons makes it very unlikely
that another state will attack you directly or try to invade and take

over your country.”

Unsurprisingly, the principal victors of World
War II—the United States, the Soviet Union, Great Britain, France, and
China—all acquired nuclear weapons within a few decades of the war’s
end and have demonstrated little interest in giving them up.

These great powers also secured for themselves a privileged place
in the dominant multilateral institution of the postwar era, the United
Nations. That body affirmed the importance of sovereign equality and
explicitly proscribed the use of force except in self-defense. That doesn’t
mean interstate war has ended. But the occasional transgressions—from
the Soviet Union’s invasion of Afghanistan to America’s overthrow of
Saddam Hussein’s Iraq—have inevitably generated criticism and recrim-

ination from the international community.
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Last, global trade has thrived within the international system that
emerged after World War II, and globalization accelerated further after
the fall of the Berlin Wall. Francis Fukuyama went too far in positing
the “end of history.”® But he correctly predicted that international eco-
nomics would trend toward greater openness and interdependence, and
away from the closed trading blocs that characterized the colonial era
of the 18th and 19th centuries or the contest between East and West
(i.e., communism and capitalism) during the Cold War. Today, for the
most part, government officials aim to preserve and expand global trade,
both because such trade is economically beneficial and because it is
broadly conducive to peace. The belief that global trade depends on U.S.
military might is widespread, but unsubstantiated.® At the very least,
America’s current commitments and force posture far exceed what is
necessary to secure a global commons safe enough for buyers and sellers
to engage in mutually beneficial trade.”

Policymakers in Washington, DC, and throughout the American
foreign policy establishment see U.S. power as the linchpin of the global
order and the United States itself as an indispensable nation. The truth is
that many countries benefit from the relative peace and prosperity that
prevails today and thus have a powerful incentive to preserve it. U.S.
leaders should capitalize on a unique opportunity to lock in those gains
and build a more resilient global order, one that is not overly dependent
on a single powerful state.

An additional reason to undertake such a transition is this: while the
United States is powerful, it is not all-powerful. The U.S. military is
strong but not omnipotent. Many critical problems are simply not sus-
ceptible to military solutions. And maintaining the ability to easily fight
and win wars single-handedly against determined adversaries—through
what the Pentagon calls “overmatch”—will only grow more costly and
difficult over time.

Defenders of primacy regularly decry the crisis of America’s dimin-
ishing military power and exhort their fellow Americans to support the
cuts to domestic spending and tolerate the higher taxes that would be
required to pay for a military budget approaching $1 trillion. Consid-

erable evidence indicates that the public will to sustain such a massive
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military buildup simply doesn’t exist and cannot be easily mobilized.
Most Americans don’t know how much they are already paying for the
U.S. military, both in absolute terms and relative to other major rivals
such as China and Russia, but a mere one in four thinks we should be

spending more.®

Remasining U.S. Foreion PoLicy

American foreign policy had a much better track record during
the Cold War than it has had since. The most important reason was
the clarifying effect of superpower competition with the Soviet Union.
The organizing principle of containment served as both motivation and
restraint on American actions, and it helped ensure a level of coher-
ence and consistency in foreign policy. Though American foreign policy
during the Cold War was not perfect, since then the lack of a clear strate-
gy and the absence of eftective constraints on Washington’s adventurism
have produced a dismal record. America’s post—Cold War foreign policy
has done too much, at too great a cost, for too little return.’

The debate over the organizing principles that should guide
American foreign policy once Trump leaves office is already under way.
On the right, establishment conservatives like former Ohio governor
John Kasich and several conservative academics have sharply criticized
Trump’s foreign policy. They have issued calls for the United States to
renounce Trump’s unilateralist approach to foreign policy and to reaffirm
America’s commitment to active global leadership, not only on security
issues but on human rights and the promotion of liberal values as well."”

On the left, resistance to Trump’s America First agenda is often
accompanied by calls for a renewed commitment to use U.S. power
to promote a liberal human rights agenda and to challenge corrupt
authoritarian capitalism around the world."" But among progressives,
there has also been a growing sentiment that the United States has relied
too much on military force over the past several decades. In a speech
at Westminster College in 2017, Sen. Bernie Sanders (I-VT) called on
Americans to confront the fact that “American intervention and the use

of American military power has produced unintended consequences
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which have caused incalculable harm.”!? In a related vein, writer Peter
Beinart has made a strong case for bringing the War on Terror to an end
and substantially reducing America’s overseas military presence.

Bridging much of the left and right, however, is perhaps the most
popular candidate for a new guiding principle in U.S. foreign policy: the
fear of a rising China. Observers across the political spectrum argue that
the United States should once again use containment as the model, this
time assigning China the role of superpower nemesis."

Although the temptation to replay America’s greatest hits is under-
standable, the Cold Warisa poor guide to grand strategy in the 21st century.
China is not the Soviet Union, and the conditions of today’s international
system are not those of the post—World War II era. Unlike the Soviet
Union, China has not declared its intention to destroy the United States
or capitalism or to overturn democratic governments around the world.
Debate over China’s exact intentions will persist, but there are good rea-
sons to believe that China’s best strategy is to continue working within
the same global system that helped it grow rich and prosper over the
past several decades. Any efforts by China to add to its territory through
conquest of its neighbors would not only incur the direct costs of war but
also raise the threat of confrontation with the United States and others.
In addition, such a move would risk negative economic consequences
either from sanctions or simply by destabilizing trade in the Pacific.

Furthermore, despite its still-growing and impressive economic and
military might, China does not represent a direct security threat to the
United States. China’s neighbors should be wary of its growth. But the
risk of war between China and the United States would be vanishingly
low even if China’s intentions were ambitious, mostly because of geog-
raphy and nuclear weapons. Even in the extreme worst-case and highly
unlikely scenario in which China forcibly reabsorbed Taiwan, little
would change for the United States. Moreover, aggressive efforts to deny
Chinese influence in its own neighborhood will make cooperating with
China on other important matters—including trade—more difficult.”®

In the wake of World War II, America’s allies were bankrupt and
the international system lacked robust institutions to support commerce

and cooperation. Today, in contrast, America’s allies are wealthy and
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powerful; the international system of free trade, as well as the plethora
of UN and related international organizations, is quite robust and enjoys
widespread acceptance. The United States has long relied on buttressing
its Asian allies, such as Taiwan, South Korea, and Japan, against poten-
tial threats from China. But all of them now have economies capable of
supporting competent militaries, and they are also trading partners of
great importance to China. Unlike during the Cold War, when little
trade took place between the American and Soviet bloc nations, China’s
largest trading partner is the United States, followed by its various Asian
neighbors. As a result, a Cold War-level mobilization effort is not nec-
essary for the United States to defend the liberal international order, nor
to protect the “free world” from the Chinese threat.

So, where should the debate over U.S. foreign policy go? Restraint
has gradually gained traction in the academic community. And more
recently, fatigue from almost two decades of costly post-9/11 wars has
generated public support for a less interventionist foreign policy.' At
times, Trump appeared to have tapped into this discontent. Over the
course of his campaign, he adopted positions that enthused his base—
including promises to end wars and nation-building and to extract more
value from U.S. alliances—but were deeply unpopular with the foreign
policy establishment. The fact that he won in November 2016 signaled
that the politics of foreign policy was undergoing a possibly permanent
shift. Positions that would have once rendered a candidate for high office
unelectable might even have helped Trump win.

The danger today is that reactions to Trump will cause another
shift—but in the wrong direction. To the extent that both Democrats
and Republicans oppose Trump, many have also become more hawkish
in their opposition to his perceived (but largely imaginary) retrenchment.
And, despite the evidence we’ve presented in this book, his detractors
are likely to erroneously associate him with isolationism and retreat, ren-
dering sensible adjustments to U.S. foreign policy increasingly unwel-
come. “Traditionalists” would create a false dichotomy, explains the
University of Birmingham’s Patrick Porter, “between primacy or ‘global
leadership’ on one hand and inward-looking isolation on the other.” The

“advocates of primacy,” Porter notes, “brand today’s realists who call for
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retrenchment as Trumpian,” in the hope that even a tenuous association
with Trump’s many other unpopular policy positions and unpleasant
character traits will forever discredit anything other than their approach
to the world."” This book rejects that false binary choice in favor a third

option: restraint.

EMBRACING RESTRAINT

The United States should embrace a foreign policy of restraint
grounded in three core principles. The first principle concerns the scope
of American ambitions. The United States should reject the myths of
primacy and the hyperactive foreign policy it has promoted. The United
States is not the indispensable nation. Nor is it insecure. Nor is it capable
of micromanaging the world’s affairs efficiently and effectively from
Washington, DC. The United States should instead pursue a more mod-
est foreign policy agenda that facilitates global trade and focuses more
narrowly on the physical security of the homeland, while worrying less
about trying to control the world.

The United States enjoys so many geographic, economic, and mil-
itary advantages that it does not need to do much to ensure its own
security. Civil wars and unrest in the Middle East, for example, may be
troublesome, or even harmful to American interests like the stability of
oil prices or the spread of democracy, but they do not threaten American
national security much, if at all. U.S. troops should not be sent to try to
pick winners in these internecine fights, nor should they be expected to
remain in those places for years or decades to build nations in our image.

Similarly, U.S. security doesn’t depend upon alliances. To be sure,
countries friendly to the United States continue to feel threatened by
predatory or potentially hostile neighbors. It is important to remember,
however, that the primary Cold War motivation to create alliances was
to disarm the military threat posed by a Soviet Union that most believed
had ambitious goals of dominating Europe and threatening the exis-
tence of the United States. Without such a justification today, the United
States gains little from its alliances and instead puts itself at risk of having

to cope with crises and to fight wars on behalf of other nations.
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Rethinking and reforming the U.S. alliance system is therefore of
primary importance. A considerable share of U.S. military spending goes
to protecting allies from harm. And Donald Trump is not the first to
acknowledge this point. In 1963, President John F. Kennedy insisted that
the United States “cannot continue to pay for the military protection of
Europe while the NATO states are not paying their fair share. . . . We
have been very generous to Europe and it is now time for us to look
out for ourselves” and “consider very hard the narrower interests of the
United States.”'® Nearly every administration since has acknowledged
the problem of allied burden-sharing in both Europe and Asia.

Primacists fear that without U.S. security commitments, allies will
take insufficient steps to defend themselves from harm, choosing instead
to capitulate to regional rivals like China or Russia. But restructur-
ing, and even rescinding, America’s Cold War—era alliances to reflect
modern realities would not ineluctably portend those allies’ domina-
tion by neighboring powers. With proper encouragement, our formerly
weak and fragile allies could become capable and empowered partners.
A regional descent into arms races and insecurity spirals is by no means
the most likely scenario. When common security challenges emerge, the
United States can always work with others to address them. We need not
be permanently locked into alliances to do so.

Although terrorist groups like al Qaeda and the Islamic State remain
a concern, the terrorist threat cannot serve as a guiding principle for
foreign policy. Not only is the eradication of terrorism impossible in a
practical sense, but over time terrorist threats have proven less significant
than many believed immediately after the attacks of 9/11."” Moreover,
the War on Terror has illustrated that continuous military intervention
is not the answer. Instead, the United States should address the threat
of terrorism by continuing to improve its homeland security measures,
maintaining vigilance on the intelligence front, and using diplomacy
and other tools to discourage conflict and the use of violence as an
instrument of politics wherever possible.

Contrary to what some critics of restraint argue, doing less in foreign
policy does not mean retreat or isolationism. It simply means that the

United States should recognize—and take advantage of the fact—that
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it does not need to fight most wars or meddle in the internal affairs of
other nations or worry about who owns which oil fields in the Middle
East or which island in the South China Sea. Restraint means realizing
that although caring about such things is easy, most things that happen
in the world just don’t have a significant impact on the security of the
United States or the well-being of American citizens. Restraint means
appreciating that, when the United States does intervene in the affairs
of other nations, our ability to manage outcomes is very limited, often
contested bitterly, and usually expensive.

The second principle undergirding restraint concerns the means
that America uses to achieve its foreign policy goals. The primary
tools of American engagement should be diplomacy, commerce, and
cooperation—rather than military force. War and intervention have
played a disproportionately large role in U.S. foreign policy since World
War II. Looking back on the Cold War, Kenneth Waltz notes that “in
the roughly thirty years following 1946, the United States used military
means in one way or another to intervene in the affairs of other countries
about twice as often as did the Soviet Union.”* In the post—Cold War
era, U.S. military action has been even more ubiquitous. The Congres-
sional Research Service lists more than 200 instances of the use of U.S.
armed forces abroad since 1989.'

Although the United States will always need a strong military for
deterrence and self-defense, the use of force should be a last resort. The
current American addiction to military intervention reflects both the
desire to manage the world’s affairs and the belief that war or the threat
of it is the best way to do that. In fact, the military is a notoriously blunt
instrument. America’s use of force to spread democracy, fight terrorism,
and build nations abroad has shown that the liberal application of mili-
tary force can make small conflicts bigger, create new enemies, and drag
the United States further into unwinnable situations.

Adopting the principle of restraint—that is, restraining the impulse
to use force—may require Washington to accept that the United States
can’t always get the results it wants. Nor will the dividends always come
quickly. Diplomacy is a slow business in the best of times, and, as we

have seen in cases like Syria, diplomacy cannot always prevent or resolve
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conflicts. But, as the Syrian case also shows, military intervention was
not a reasonable option for the United States. The Syrian civil war did
not represent a direct threat to the United States, certainly not one that
justified risking American lives, and the underlying problems in Syria
were simply not susceptible to resolution through U.S. military action.
Indeed, limited meddling on behalf of all sides in Syria exacerbated and
prolonged the fighting. The only responsible answer is to encourage
negotiations among the various factions in the hope of eventually pro-
ducing a durable peace.

More importantly, diplomacy, commerce, and cooperation are the
most direct paths to achieving most of what Americans want from for-
eign policy: good relations with friendly nations, increasing levels of
mutually beneficial trade, and the ability to work multilaterally to set
global standards and solve global problems. While advocates of primacy
argue that a global U.S. military presence is necessary to protect world
markets, for example, the trade policies of the United States and interna-
tional cooperation among nations are actually far more important. Trade
will carry on uninterrupted if the United States pulls its military out of
South Korea, but not if the United States pulls out of the World Trade
Organization and abandons all of its free trade agreements.

Diplomacy is also the best first step when dealing with contentious
issues and “rogue nations.” President Obama’s negotiation of the JCPOA
was a good example of how diplomacy can resolve problems that might
otherwise look like candidates for the use of force. Rather than bomb-
ing or invading Iran, as many Iran hawks had advocated since the early
2000s, the Obama administration combined global economic sanctions
with multilateral diplomacy, producing an agreement that halted, and
rolled back, Iran’s nuclear program. The contrast between this approach
and the Bush administration’s approach to Iraq in 2003 is stark and
instructive: no lives were lost, either American or Iranian. The United
States did not spend billions of dollars on a military campaign. There
was no decade-long occupation by American troops, no Iranian civil
war following regime change, and no explosion of terrorism.

A successtul foreign policy of restraint will require a much greater

commitment to diplomacy than has been the case under Trump.
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The United States should upgrade its diplomatic infrastructure and capa-
bilities. That will mean taking some of the excess funds in the Penta-
gon’s budget and devoting them to training and employing experienced
diplomats to do the hard work of nimble and intelligent statecraft. The
State Department must be rebuilt and revitalized after the demoralizing
“reorganization” it suffered under Rex Tillerson’s watch and the indif-
ference to diplomacy—bordering on disdain—that Trump and his team
have displayed thus far. America should seek multilateral support for
most major international undertakings, especially those involving the
potential use of economic sanctions or military force.

The third principle is to realign our foreign policy with the liberal
values and norms of behavior traditionally espoused by U.S. political
leaders. Primacy has eroded America’s moral authority and undermined
the normative, rules-based character of the international system. It is
difficult to make the case that U.S. military power upholds the liberal
order while it is being used to help Saudi Arabia, arguably the world’s
most regressive authoritarian regime, commit war crimes in Yemen.
America’s hardline policy against Iran is justified in part by the latter’s
illiberal regime and support for terrorist proxies, but Washington elects
to support numerous dictatorships that routinely back their own violent
militants. The United States has repeatedly used force in the name of
“humanitarian intervention” to stop thuggish regimes from slaughtering
their own people, despite lending its support to equally reprehensible
governments that commit comparable crimes against humanity.

The basic liberal principles that underpin today’s international insti-
tutions and legal regimes are laudable and worthwhile. But in its zeal to
police world order, America has weakened the most important conven-
tions of this post=World War II system: territorial integrity, noninter-
vention, and nonaggression. In a notable 1986 ruling, the International
Court of Justice held that the United States violated these very principles
of international law by supporting the Contra rebels against the govern-
ment of Nicaragua and by mining Nicaraguan harbors in covert CIA
operations. The United States dismissed the legitimacy of the court and
refused to pay the reparations the court granted to Nicaragua—just the

type of response permitted under the logic of exceptionalism and one
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deeply at odds with the internationalist tradition heralded by defenders
of the “liberal, rules-based international order.” Even in cases where the
United States has worked within the system, it has often disregarded
the system’s constraints. In 2011, the UN Security Council approved a
U.S.-led NATO military operation to impose a no-fly zone to protect
Libyan people from the Qaddafi regime’s suppression of armed rebels.
But the coalition almost immediately exceeded the UN mandate and
pursued regime change instead.

Assuming the role of global cop and enforcer of the liberal world
order seems to necessitate violating the very rules and norms that we
command others to follow. When President Obama condemned Russia’s
annexation of Crimea on the grounds that international law prohib-
its redrawing territorial borders “at the barrel of a gun,” much of the
rest of the world balked: the United States did exactly that in the 1999
Kosovo war. In 1974, Turkey invaded and annexed a large portion of
Cyprus and went on to ethnically cleanse the area of its inhabitants,
but Washington never brought itself to condemn the transgressions of a
NATO ally. Israel too has annexed and occupied territory in violation
of international law while receiving significant support from the United
States. Obama’s secretary of state John Kerry castigated Russia’s terri-
torial grab this way: “You just don’t in the 21st century behave in 19th
century fashion by invading another country on completely trumped
up pretext.”* With the illegal invasion of Iraq still ripe in the collective
consciousness, Kerry’s assertion was hardly persuasive. Such tone-deat
hypocrisy perverts the so-called liberal order and undermines the legit-
imacy of U.S. power.”

The goal of a world order constrained by international rules and
norms and infused with liberal principles is not advanced by a foreign
policy that routinely contradicts those values. As the most powerful
country in the world, the United States has outsized influence over
the character of the international system. More than those of any other
single nation, its actions determine the basis of international norms. A
grand strategy of restraint carries the benefit of being more consistent
with both the U.S. Constitution and the UN Charter. A less interven-

tionist foreign policy is not only appropriate given the essentially benign
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security environment we currently inhabit but would also resurrect our
international image and revive the old American tradition of serving as

an example for other countries to emulate, rather than a ruffian to obey.
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A foreign policy of restraint grounded in these three principles—
setting modest, achievable objectives; privileging diplomacy and coop-
erative global engagement through trade, over threats; and modeling the
behavior we expect others to follow—will benefit the United States in
several ways. First and most obviously, a more restrained foreign policy
will reduce the negative side effects of America’s hubris. Foreign policy
elites protested when Trump labeled their handiwork a “disaster,” but he
was more right than wrong. The human costs of the past two decades
of military intervention have been staggering on all sides. The financial
burden has also been enormous: the cost of the War on Terror alone
could be as high as $6 trillion. Diminished public confidence in U.S.
foreign policy at home and growing anti-Americanism around the world
have been another cost of a hyperactive America.

Second, forgoing the unilateral use of military force and interven-
ing less often will increase America’s diplomatic flexibility and enhance
America’s moral capital, boosting the effectiveness of its efforts to fos-
ter prosperity and peace. Nations like Switzerland and Canada play an
important role in international diplomacy because other states know
they have no intention of using military force to coerce others. The
United States, by contrast, has frequently encountered resistance.

The United States does not have to adopt a neutral stance in inter-
national affairs. It can and should oppose human rights violations, wars,
and terrorism; and its diplomacy should reflect that. Nor does it have to
abandon all forms of coercion. Multilateral economic sanctions—or the
threat of them—have at times proven to be eftective tools of diplomacy.
But, on balance, the track record of military and economic coercion in
international politics is not a good one, especially when the negotiations
center on issues of great importance to the target country. In such cases,
threats of military force are more likely to result in escalation and further

violence than to produce the end we seek.
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Many observers, of course, believe just the opposite: that taking
military force “off the table” will hamstring any eftorts at diplomacy.
Why would Iran or North Korea, for example, be willing to negotiate
with the United States about their nuclear programs if there were not
some sort of threat at the end of the line? This logic makes sense in the
abstract, but the number of cases to which it applies is more limited than
many contend. Why did Iran and North Korea seek nuclear weapons? A
large part of the answer was their fear of the United States. If the United
States had a deeper commitment to diplomacy and cooperation, poten-
tial adversaries would have less need for a nuclear deterrent.

The third benefit of restraint is that a less expansive foreign policy
agenda will allow the United States to reduce military spending sig-
nificantly. These savings can be put to the urgent task of rebuilding
the United States and restoring some semblance of fiscal responsibility.
An enormous chunk of America’s defense spending goes to support
a military big enough to intervene abroad on a regular basis; to the
ongoing support of campaigns in Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, and else-
where; and to the upkeep of hundreds of military bases all around the
world. Right-sizing and optimizing the force structure for self-defense,
ending the military side of the War on Terror, and pulling back from
bases America does not need for its own security could produce savings
of hundreds of billions of dollars each year without any reduction in
American security.

Reforms are also needed to make the foreign policy process more
transparent to Congress and to the public. Democratic theory holds
that the free press and the marketplace of ideas help democracies make
better policy by subjecting the arguments of political leaders and the
performance of government institutions and policies to scrutiny and
debate. Presidents and the Pentagon, on the other hand, often prefer
secrecy so they don’t have to explain what they’re doing, or why, or be
held accountable for things that go wrong. That approach to foreign
policy should be anathema to a democracy. When the Pentagon and the
White House refuse to tell the American people how many troops they
have abroad or what their mission is, as has been the case in Syria to

name just one example, we clearly have a problem.



182 FUEL TO THE FIRE

Finally, a restrained foreign policy will align better with the clas-
sical liberal values of the nation’s founding, help curb excessive gov-
ernment power at home, and improve public confidence in American
moral leadership. The founders wisely noted the connection between
America’s foreign policy and the health of American democracy at
home. Playing the role of global hegemon and using military force to
pursue national “interests” abroad undermine the argument for follow-
ing liberal norms. At the same time, this pursuit of primacy has fueled
the unhealthy growth of presidential power, which in turn has further
promoted American tendencies for intervention and meddling abroad
while continually threatening civil liberties at home.

Power does not check itself, in either the international domain or
the domestic. The shift from primacy to restraint will therefore require
not merely a change in the conception of the U.S. role in the world,
but a restoration of America’s constitutional principles. Congress needs
to rein in the unilateral powers of the executive branch by reasserting
its Article I authority to determine the nation’s involvement in foreign
conflicts. Too often presidents have waged war and conducted military
operations short of war without gaining clear authorization to do so.
This practice not only cuts against the separation of powers set out in the
Constitution but also prevents the people’s representatives from ensuring
the nation’s foreign policy reflects public preferences.

What Trump’s presidency proves, however, is that even a commander
in chiet who is averse to the imperial responsibilities of primacy will
not readily shirk them. “Once a state has enjoyed the perquisites of a
great power, it will find it difficult to adjust to a smaller and less priv-
ileged role,” the political scientist Robert Jervis once wrote. “As the
state and its citizens become accustomed to influence, wealth, and def-
erence they develop a sense of entitlement and great ability. Few tasks
are seen as beyond reach; retrenchment is felt to be an abdication of
responsibility.”?

Donald Trump’s ascendance to the highest office in the nation is per-
haps the most compelling illustration of the hazards of vesting the pres-
idency with so much unbridled power. We share many of the concerns

voiced by the foreign policy establishment about what President Trump
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might do to U.S. foreign policy and how detrimental that could be to the
stability of the international system. But any world order that depends
for its survival on the whims of a single person in a single branch of gov-
ernment in a single country is simply untenable. Trump seems to have
come along at the tail end of America’s “unipolar moment.” The relative
decline in U.S. power is yet more reason to revise our grand strategy to
accommodate changing conditions in an increasingly multipolar world.

The solution is restraint. Who will be its champion?
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