
[image: Image]


Praise for AMERICA FIRST

“America First is a clear-eyed, realistic assessment of the implications of Trumpian foreign policy across the globe. It amounts to, in short . . . WINNING.”

—LARRY SCHWEIKART, author of A Patriot’s History of the United States and co-author of The Politically Incorrect Guide® to the American Revolution and How Trump Won: The Inside Story of a Revolution

“Danny Toma, a widely traveled member of the U.S. Foreign Service, brings tremendous insight to the Trump administration’s ‘America First’ foreign policy. Drawing on history and personal experience and breaking down the issues on a nation-by-nation basis, Toma shows that ‘realistic pragmatism’ in foreign diplomacy has a long and successful history in this nation. I highly recommend the book to all who are interested in world affairs.”

—RONALD J. RYCHLAK, Jamie L. Whitten Chair of Law and Government Professor at the University of Mississippi School of Law and co-author of Disinformation and Looming Disaster

“President Trump said that ‘the fight for the West does not begin on the battlefield’ but in ‘our minds, our wills, and our souls.’ In America First, Danny Toma details how this belief is being translated into a comprehensive foreign policy strategy designed to restore and sustain our national greatness.”

—JAMES S. ROBBINS, author of Erasing America: Losing Our Future by Destroying Our Past

“If you’ve ever wondered what an America First foreign policy would look like, this is the book for you. In this richly detailed tour de force, Danny Toma convincingly argues that America would be safer, and Americans far securer, if we only intervened in the affairs of other countries if our vital national interests are at stake. Drawing upon his decades of experience in the U.S. Foreign Service, he argues that America First does not mean America alone, but it does mean that we stop trying to impose the values of Hollywood and Manhattan on countries and peoples who have no interest in following the West into demographic and sexual suicide.”

—STEVEN W. MOSHER, founding president of Population Research Institute and author of Bully of Asia: Why China’s Dream Is the New Threat to World Order
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To Dana, Nicolae, Mimmo, Patrick, and Emily, who have traveled the world with me.



ONE


A NEW POLICY THAT IS NOT SO NEW AFTER ALL

With all the focus on how divided we are as a nation, the casual observer could be forgiven for thinking that there has been no consensus on policy in the United States. While that may be the case in many areas of our politics, foreign policy has been a notable exception. The Obama administration did push the envelope. But even when he took it to the point of having our embassies fly rainbow flags, Obama was simply expanding a precedent established by his immediate predecessors. While there may be disagreement over what exactly American values are, there has been a remarkable consensus in recent years that it is America’s role to impose those values on the world—to dictate to other countries what is right and what is wrong, and woe be unto any nation that seeks to defy our will. Although it was a Democrat, Madeleine Albright, who famously said, “We are the indispensable nation. We stand tall and we see further than other countries into the future,” that sentiment could have been expressed by most recent Republican candidates for president, up to the 2016 election cycle.

With Donald Trump’s election to the presidency, that consensus appears to have come apart. The media would have us believe that President Trump’s call for a more restrained “America First” foreign policy is unprecedented and unworthy of our nation’s chief executive. They have highlighted discontent among our foreign affairs professionals to argue that Trump is somehow outside the mainstream of American thinking. But is that actually the case? As Queen Gertrude said in Hamlet, “The lady doth protest too much, methinks.”

The supposedly traditional view of America’s role in the world is anything but traditional. And it has been used by our secularist elites on the Left to help uproot traditional values. What’s more, their useful idiots on the Right, enamored with any display of American might, have gone along even when the results have been destructive of core conservative values. As noted atheist Christopher Hitchens crowed about foreign policy under our last Republican president, “George Bush may subjectively be a Christian, but he—and the U.S. armed forces—have objectively done more for secularism than the whole of the American agnostic community combined and doubled.”1

In early 2016 the media and the rest of the bicoastal elites were convinced that the quiet revolution they had launched to transform our world into a leftist utopia was destined to prevail. The self-appointed, self-righteous, self-congratulatory cabal of “progressives” were finally on the very cusp of dismantling the foundations upon which our Republic was founded and establishing themselves as the arbiters of the new morality. That new morality—which is not really that new, but as old as the Serpent in the Garden—confuses liberty with libertinism and is far more concerned with Man (or should we say Person?) in the abstract than with living breathing human beings.

They were struggling against the weight of more than two hundred years of American history and values. But they controlled the major media outlets, and they believed the inalterable course of history had foreordained the victory; they did not see any other outcome. Twenty sixteen was to be Year One of their revolution. The shackles of common sense and traditional morality—they were devoted secularists, all of them; for even the supposedly religious among them, human progress was the only transcendent thing beyond their own urges that they really believed in—were to be thrown off, and those who “cling to guns or religion” forever sidelined.

A funny thing happened on the way to utopia. One candidate began talking more like an American than a globalist, and for the first time in a generation, millions of citizens who had been told that their values were somehow unworthy finally had a champion. They turned out in droves and elected a man who was anathema to the elites and the Left—not because he advocated something new and sinister, as the bicoastal elites would have us believe, but rather because he sought to steer the country back to its roots, back to those values that made our country the greatest one on the face of the Earth, a country where hard work and honest living could bring rewards, and where we can once again hope that our children would have an even better life than their parents. The government of that country would not put up unnecessary barriers to her citizens’ success, but step aside and concentrate on keeping those citizens safe and secure—from foreign foes, and also from foes within our society who envy those who create wealth and well-being, who would rather destroy than to create.

The same people who suggested before the election that Donald Trump was dangerous to American democracy because he might not abide by the election results now took to the streets to call into question the very legitimacy of the American form of government. And it is no wonder that his election generated so much wailing and gnashing of teeth. The Trump victory meant that their revolution was in doubt.

To suggest that maybe, just maybe, our forefathers got more right than they got wrong was “deplorable.” Commentators on both the Left and the Right reacted with horror when Donald Trump suggested that NATO was less than sacred and that it might be a good thing for the American and Russian presidents to get along with each other. They called Trump’s remarks unprecedented and led their followers to believe that the new administration was on the verge of taking American foreign policy in a radically new direction, never attempted before and fraught with peril. Consider this breathless paragraph from the left-wing newsletter Counterpunch: “What makes the Trump era different is the lack of that underlying continuity. Trump might look like vanilla or chocolate or some kind of swirl, but in reality he’s Semtex in a cone. After pretending for a year or more that he’s a natural product of the system, even top members of the governing party have become deeply worried about the orange brick of plastic explosive that now occupies the Oval Office.”2 The Atlantic referred to Trump’s “Radical Foreign Policy” and suggested that while “unprecedented” is a word that should be used with caution, it certainly applied to the then–presidential candidate’s views on foreign policy.3 The list could go on and on, and I suspect that some of these commentators actually believed the words they wrote.

But in fact, the “America First” foreign policy Donald Trump campaigned on is simply the traditional American view of world affairs—the policy that made America great in the first place. As George Washington famously warned in his 1796 Farewell Address, “The jealousy of a free people ought to be constantly awake, since history and experience prove that foreign influence is one of the most baneful foes of republican government. But that jealousy, to be useful, must be impartial, else it becomes the instrument of the very influence to be avoided, instead of a defense against it. Excessive partiality for one foreign nation and excessive dislike of another cause those whom they actuate to see danger only on one side, and serve to veil and even second the arts of influence on the other.” Or, as Thomas Jefferson put it, more succinctly, “Commerce with all nations, alliance with none, should be our motto.”

From the Founders’ generation into the twentieth century, American presidents took the very same attitude. As Andrew Jackson said in 1830, “Our country, by the blessing of God, is not in a situation to invite aggression, and it will be our fault if she ever becomes so. Sincerely desirous to cultivate the most liberal and friendly relations with all; ever ready to fulfill our engagements with scrupulous fidelity; limiting our demands upon others to mere justice; holding ourselves ever ready to do unto them as we would wish to be done by, and avoiding even the appearance of undue partiality to any nation, it appears to me impossible that a simple and sincere application of our principles to our foreign relations can fail to place them ultimately upon the footing on which it is our wish they should rest.”

And in 1920, Warren G. Harding, even as he was underlining how much the United States had changed from the time of the Founders, reaffirmed the traditional American foreign policy principle of eschewing what Jefferson had called “entangling alliances”: “My countrymen, the pioneers to whom I have alluded, these stalwart makers of America, could have no conception of our present day attainment. Hamilton, who conceived, and Washington, who sponsored, little dreamed of either a development or a solution like ours of today. But they were right in fundamentals. They knew what was faith, and preached security. One may doubt if either of them, if any of the founders, would wish America to hold aloof from the world. But there has come to us lately a new realization of the menace to our America in European entanglements which emphasizes the prudence of Washington, though he could little have dreamed the thought which is in my mind.”

Somehow, America allowed herself to change course. Our first internationalist president, Woodrow Wilson, involved the United States in a European struggle (World War I), which was none of our concern, and which set the conditions for a greater evil (World War II), which we could not safely ignore. Then the menace of international Communism forced us to expand our global presence in the interest of self-preservation. And when that threat subsided, rather than returning to the foreign policy that had served America so well for so long, we “went abroad in search of monsters to destroy,” something that John Quincy Adams had warned us against during his tenure as Secretary of State and that has put us on perpetual war footing for almost two decades now.



PUTTING AMERICA FIRST

 John Quincy Adams Edition

“America. . . . has abstained from interference in the concerns of others, even when conflict has been for principles to which she clings. . . . She is the well-wisher to the freedom and independence of all. She is the champion and vindicator only of her own.”

—JOHN QUINCY ADAMS, Independence Day speech, 1821



No longer fighting simply to protect our citizens, the United States arrogantly determined that centuries-old border disputes in parts of the world most Americans had never seen were somehow our problem. We saw the promotion of democratic values as a fundamental foreign policy concern, even when a sizeable proportion of our own population might not agree with some of the “values” we were exporting, such as homosexuality and abortion. Instead of a shining beacon on a hill inspiring the nations, we were in danger of becoming a Western version of the Soviet Union, exporting our new secularist revolution to the unenlightened masses by force. And when a real threat to our security—radical Islamic terrorism—arose, we were no longer able to identify what we were fighting for and became mired in fruitless “nation building.”

Making America great again in foreign affairs means a return to a foreign policy based on our national interest, one in which America would be second to none in terms of defense but would only use her military might to protect clearly defined national interests. Rather than promoting abstract ideology, the United States would reserve our resources for the protection of the lives and well-being of our own citizens. Our forefathers understood it, and President Trump seems to get it, too: countries are at their best when they seek to serve their citizens and at their worst when trying to tell others what to do. We need to devote our foreign policy to serving our own people. Candidate George W. Bush got it right during one of his debates with Al Gore when he said, “I’m not so sure the role of the United States is to go around the world and say, ‘This is the way it’s got to be.’ ” Bush’s good instincts were soon suppressed by his advisors, but even in a post-9/11 world (which in some respects is no more perilous a place than the world that existed before, and certainly less perilous than at many times in our history), there is every good reason to return to this principle, which is not isolationist but realist. We must look at the world, see where our interests lie, and never hold back from doing whatever it takes to protect those interests. We must also identify where our interests don’t lie—and avoid all inducements to become entangled in areas that are none of our concern.



PUTTING AMERICA FIRST

 Donald Trump Edition

“We do not seek to impose our way of life on anyone, but rather to let it shine as an example for everyone to follow.”

—DONALD TRUMP, Inaugural Address, January 20, 2017



I should add a disclaimer here: while I spent over twenty years as a Foreign Service Officer with the United States Department of State, serving in consular assignments across Europe and in the Middle East, reporting on political and economic affairs in Italy, supervising security upgrades in Poland, working on reconstruction in southern Iraq during our war efforts there, and taking temporary jobs in places as diverse as China, Cuba, El Salvador, the Dominican Republic, Greece, and Moldova, the views laid out in this book are mine alone and do not represent the positions of the U.S. government. I would be happy for them to become the positions of the U.S. government, but, for now, it is just one retired American diplomat adding his two cents.



TWO


IT MAY BE INTERESTING. BUT IS IT IN THE NATIONAL INTEREST?

You have seen it a thousand times. During every international crisis in any country in any corner of the globe, a reporter will show up and shove a microphone into the face of an anonymous bystander. This person, clearly distraught, will ask—no, demand—what the United States is going to do about this particular atrocity or misfortune. There is an automatic assumption that America should, by virtue of our size and power, be involved to right the wrongs that occur on a daily basis in every part of the world.

But when we actually are involved—one has seen a similar set-up an equal number of times. On this occasion, the international crisis is one in which the United States already has taken a stand. Something has gone wrong, and a reporter has shown up (perhaps the same reporter as in the previous scenario) and shoved a microphone into the face of yet another anonymous bystander. This time, the person, also clearly distraught, will ask—no, demand—that the United States cease the unjust intervention and pull out of the country where this particular atrocity or misfortune has occurred. Here the assumption is that America, by virtue of its size and power, is too often involved in areas of the world where we have no business.

The average American can be excused for thinking that we can’t win—we’re damned if we do, and damned if we don’t. Part of the blame can be attributed to the twenty-four-hour news cycle. Unless there is a major ongoing crisis (the kind that used to trigger a “Special Report” in the middle of the morning soap opera), there really is not enough news to fully occupy every waking minute of every day. So a story that could be adequately reported in five minutes will be drawn out with commentary and analysis, and in order to keep things “interesting” reporters will drum up controversy where it doesn’t really exist. Every action, however benign, naturally has someone who opposes it, and, in the interest of “balance,” we have to give this person his say (except where the action goes along with the ideology of the news producers themselves, and then opposition will either not be reported upon or be caricatured). Today’s reporters, covering the story of Christ’s feeding of the five thousand, would bring in critics to point to other people who were not fed and suggest that Jesus was actually being stingy, or maybe have a food critic pipe up to claim that the food provided was not that tasty.

We are a nation of reactors. Rather than logically looking at the world and seeing what we need to do and what we need to avoid—what our real and long-term interests as a nation are—we react emotionally to the latest crisis. Here we get involved, there we don’t, and the result is confusion, because not everything catches our attention in the same way. Pictures of dead children move all of us, and it is only natural that we feel compelled to do something, even if that something actually leads to the deaths of many more children. In another part of the world, there may be other dead children, but we don’t react because no one has bothered to take photos that move us. Enacting a foreign policy on the basis of how really, really sad we feel is a recipe for a foreign policy that serves no one’s interests—except our short-term interest in feeling good about ourselves for the length of approximately one news cycle.

We need to clear up a common misconception about our “interests.” They can seem like a cynical motive for our actions. But it is actually just a realistic yardstick. While it is true that the United States is the world’s only remaining superpower, magic wands are not yet a part of our foreign policy arsenal. Just because we have more power and more resources (and, I would argue, bigger hearts) than other countries does not mean that we can solve every problem everywhere. In fact, even a shallow look at the history of our country will show that sometimes, with all the good intentions in the world, we screw things up by getting involved where we don’t need to be. Most of us understand that huge, distant bureaucracies are usually not the best places to devise solutions for localized problems. Those more directly affected tend to be better judges of what measures work best. This idea has long been enshrined in political thought and is even a part of Catholic social teaching, in which it is known as the principle of “subsidiarity”—the rule that communities of a higher order should not interfere in the internal life of communities of a lower order, thereby depriving them of their rightful freedom.1 It is really just a matter of common sense. Conservatives instinctively feel this when we rail against tone-deaf decisions by federal agencies that don’t take into account local conditions in our own communities. For some odd reason, however, many of these same conservatives think that the federal agencies they consider incompetent to solve our problems are somehow filled with superior wisdom when it comes to making decisions for people on the other side of the globe.

Our foreign policy needs to be guided by our brains and not our hearts. That may sound callous, but it really isn’t. In fact, while nations are different from individuals (more on that later), even as individuals we do (hopefully) use our intellect to guide our responses in our daily life when our emotions tell us to do something differently. A careful consideration of our interests moderates our immediate emotional reactions.

Let’s look at two examples. Attacking someone who makes you angry or afraid is a natural response. It is usually not the best one. If someone cuts me off in traffic in a dangerous manner, I will definitely be angry, and might even be a little frightened, depending on how close I came to having a collision. I will likely, however, not seek to kill him. For one thing, that would be wrong—a massive overreaction on my part. That’s where morality—which, as we shall see, does have a role in foreign policy as well as in our individual choices—comes into play. But for another thing, if I physically attacked the other driver I would likely end up in jail, and that would certainly not be in my interests, nor those of my family. So I will allow my brain to overrule my heart and let the incident go.

But that is not the only possible response. Let’s change the circumstances a bit. Having served in some dangerous places overseas during my career as a diplomat, I can definitely see how I might react differently in a different place. Let’s say I am driving across Carjackistan, and someone cuts me off in traffic in a dangerous way. Again, I will likely be angry, but because of where I am I will also feel a high degree of fear. That’s an emotional reaction, to be sure, but my intellect is also recognizing that I am at risk. In this case, rather than simply letting the injury go I might respond violently—by, say, ramming the other driver’s car to clear the area (“get off the X,” as they say in security circles). This would not mean that I have let my heart overcome my brain. On the contrary, I have analyzed the situation and decided that a violent response is in my best interest because my life could be in danger. The stakes are so high that I am willing to face whatever consequences may arise from my decision.

Intervening overseas is always fraught with risks, and there is never a guarantee of success. The question we should always ask ourselves is not whether we can do it, but whether we should. And the way we decide whether or not we should is if it is in our national interest. As in the driver scenarios above, our actions will vary according to circumstances, time, and place, but they should be consistent in reflecting what we hold to be not just important, but vital.

This brings us to the question, what is our national interest? The French phrase for national interest is raison d’etat. It is, in some ways, a much better phrase than the English equivalent, because it gets to the heart of the matter. Raison d’etat, literally, “reason of state,” puts the country first. Individuals can sometimes heroically neglect their own personal well-being for the sake of others. We give medals to soldiers who throw themselves on grenades to save their comrades, and that is as it should be. Individuals who only care about themselves are called selfish, and we look down upon that trait (or did so until recently, at least). But nations are different because they are not individuals, but rather groups of individuals led by people who make decisions on their behalf. We don’t deem someone noble who goes against his own country’s interests for the betterment of another country. We call that person a traitor. Just as a father has a primary responsibility to his own family rather than to another family, so too the leader of a nation must look out for his own first, and, only then help others.

The morality of an action may vary depending on whether an individual or a nation is involved in its execution. While some actions might be wrong both for the individual and the state (such as, for example, the deliberate taking of innocent life), others may not be so black and white. If, as an individual, I skip meals and take the money I would normally spend on food and donate it to help build some great national monument I feel is important, people might call me a patriot. But if, as the leader of a nation, I starve my people to build large national monuments (like Saddam Hussein or Enver Hoxha, the Communist dictator of Albania), people will call me a megalomaniac. On the flip side, if a government decides to embark on a public works program that they feel contributes to the public good, they will often require members of the general population to help pay for that project, whether through tariffs (resulting in higher prices on certain goods) or direct taxes (resulting in, well, direct taxes). One can argue over the wisdom of the project, its cost, and even the method of finance, but few outside of anarcho-libertarian circles would argue that no government anywhere should ever compel its citizens to pay for anything. All kinds of public goods, from parks and monuments to police and the national defense, are legitimately funded by money the government extracts from the citizens. But if I, as an individual, decided that I knew how to provide for the common good in my neighborhood (by, say, ensuring that anyone who paid me a required amount came to no harm), that would be criminal extortion. Another example—the state deprives certain individuals of their very lives if those individuals have committed a crime that is considered heinous or greatly detrimental to the public’s well-being. If I as an individual, however, decided to deprive a malefactor of his life when my own was not in danger, I would be prosecuted as a murderer, and rightly so. It is important to remember that actions performed by the state must necessarily be judged differently than those done by an individual. It’s not that morality is irrelevant to foreign policy, or that interests apply instead of principles. It’s that some moral principles apply differently to nations than to individuals, and that our national interests factor into that calculus.



PUTTING AMERICA FIRST

 Calvin Coolidge Edition

“Patriotism is easy to understand. . . . It means looking out for yourself by looking out for your country.”

—CALVIN COOLIDGE, The Price of Freedom, 1924



Now that we have all the preliminaries out of the way, let’s take a stab at defining our national interest. Merriam-Webster defines national interest thus: “the interest of a nation as a whole held to be an independent entity separate from the interests of subordinate areas or groups and also of other nations or supranational groups.” When the dictionary definition leaves you even more confused than you were before, it is no wonder that people have difficulty agreeing. But the first part of this definition is quite helpful: “the interest of a nation as a whole.” In other words, those things that are vital to us as a nation. The devil is in the details, especially given the fact that there are now several competing narratives out there as to what America is all about. But there are still some things that we all can agree on—and others that we should.



PUTTING AMERICA FIRST

 Jeff Sessions Edition

“My belief is that the nation-state remains the one entity that can function, the one entity that can demand sacrifice from its constituents in the national interest. People are not going to sacrifice for the EU, they’re not going to sacrifice for the Trans-Pacific Union.”

—SENATOR JEFF SESSIONS (now President Trump’s attorney general) during a debate on the Trans-Pacific Partnership, 2015



The Declaration of Independence calls certain rights “unalienable.” They are given to us by God, and no government has the authority to take them away. The first of these rights is the right to life. Every human being, no matter how big or small, has the right to live and breathe. Of course, no right is absolute. As we have already seen, certain criminals are deemed to have forfeited their right to life on account of their heinous crimes. Someone may also forfeit that right by acting as an aggressor in a war. We can legitimately deprive an enemy soldier of his life to defend our own lives and those of our fellow citizens. But these are exceptions that prove the rule: the most fundamental of all rights is the right to life. It is extremely difficult to enjoy freedom of speech or religion or association in this world if one is dead. Since the right to life is the cornerstone of all other rights, then it stands to reason that one of the fundamental roles of government is to protect that most fundamental of rights. Even regimes that have violated that premise—Nazi Germany and Stalinist Russia, to name two—have taken great pains to couch their atrocities in terms that made them seem that they were perpetrated in order to protect the lives of others: the Jews had to be dealt with in order to protect the lives and well-being of the Aryans; the kulaks had to be starved to death to allow the proletarians to prosper. Incidentally, there are no better illustrations of the evil of the premise that “the ends justify the means.”

If government’s primary purpose, therefore, is to protect the lives of its citizens, then we would be safe in assuming that our primary national interest is the security of our people. The first question we should ask ourselves in dealing with any foreign policy issue is whether or not American lives are at risk. Sometimes, the answer is very easy. When foreign forces attack our country, we can assume that they seek our destruction. On December 6, 1941, there were a number of options as to how we could manage our relationship with the Empire of Japan. The next day, those options were off the table: the Japanese had attacked our fleet at Pearl Harbor. In light of that aggressive action, we faced only two choices: to submit or to resist. One could make the argument that resisting put American lives further at risk, but war is a special case. If a country submits to an aggressor, then it no longer has any say into what happens next. In an extreme circumstance, the country itself ceases to exist, and then it has no opportunity to protect the lives of its citizens, yielding that power to a foreign entity, which will not have the best interests of Americans at heart. Resistance, therefore, even with the likelihood of the further loss of life, is the only option in this instance. This is not an “ends-justify-the-means” equation. We hope that none of our citizens may come to harm, even as we understand that likely some will. But we seek to punish the aggressor to keep him from inflicting even greater damage, as his attack has demonstrated he desires to do.



PUTTING AMERICA FIRST

 Donald Trump Edition

“The most basic duty of government is to defend the lives of its own citizens. Any government that fails to do so is a government unworthy to lead. . . . The American people will come first once again. My plan will begin with safety at home—which means safe neighborhoods, secure borders, and protection from terrorism.”

—DONALD TRUMP, accepting the presidential nomination at the Republican Convention, July 21, 2016



As an aside, when it is a foreign state actor that inflicts harm—not often the case in recent years—a declaration of war helps to clarify a nation’s purpose. When the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, Franklin Roosevelt asked for and received a declaration of war from the U.S. Congress, which is, by the way, the constitutional order of things, if anyone cares about that anymore. While some might argue that a declaration of war is a mere piece of paper (sort of like a marriage certificate, I suppose), it is far more than that. It notifies not only the aggressor but the American people that we are in this conflict for the long haul. Unlike a “police action,” that stops when it stops, leaving the situation ambiguous, a declared war only ends when one side or the other surrenders, or when both sides are so exhausted that they come to terms. In either case, the resulting treaty brings a certain degree of closure, and then we can move on. One of the problems with our recent military conflicts is that they seem to be interminable; they have no clean end point.

Another example of foreign aggression is, of course, the 9/11 attacks in 2001. The hijackers were not, strictly speaking, state actors, so there was no declaration of war, but it was clear which government—Afghanistan—was supporting them. We rightly invaded that country in order to protect our nation from further attack. Again, a lack of response on our part would have invited further loss of life on American soil. We can argue all day about whether or not flawed U.S. foreign policy contributed to our facing this particular set of circumstances, but on September 12, 2001, we did not have the luxury of engaging in that debate; we had to act to remove the immediate threat. We had to respond militarily to keep our nation secure. I will not get into the follow-through at this point (see chapter ten), but suffice it to say that a declaration of war against Afghanistan might have been a good thing. It could have focused our attention on accomplishing what we needed to do—rather than being distracted, as we soon were, with projects not germane to our national interest.

There may be times when quick military action, short of all-out war, is the best response. This is the case when an immediate threat arises that is localized and not likely to spill over into general warfare. It makes sense to act quickly to decapitate a snake that is about to strike, and never mind about seeking out all potentially dangerous snakes in the area. This is what the United States did in 1900 during the Boxer Rebellion in China. The Boxers, a group of non-state actors—admittedly, with at least moral support from the government of China—attacked the international diplomatic delegations in Beijing (Peking). American and other Western diplomats were at risk of massacre, as were, incidentally, a number of Chinese Christians who had taken refuge from the Boxers in the diplomatic compound. We did not see general war with China as being in our national interest, even though there was ample evidence that the leaders of China were at least winking at the actions of the Boxers. Instead, we joined an eight-nation coalition that routed the Boxers and rescued our people. Of course, there was a risk that a greater conflict could have arisen, but we felt that the risk was worth taking in light of the near certainty that our people on the ground would face unspeakable atrocities if left unassisted.

Those are the easy cases. Our country is attacked, or our citizens are, and we respond to neutralize the threat. But most threats are not so clear-cut; the threat of violent harm is just that—a threat, but not yet a reality. In these cases it is the responsibility of our government to do all it can to see that the threat does not evolve into an actual attack. This does not always involve military action. In fact, on the principle that the first priority of a government is to protect the fundamental right to life of its citizens, military action should be the last option we consider. Supporting our troops does not mean rushing to put them in harm’s way in every conceivable scenario. In addition, unwarranted military action may actually put Americans at greater risk of harm than if we tried to address the threat by nonlethal means. One example here would be Iran, which I will discuss at length in chapter ten. A very good argument could be made that Iranian nuclear weapons pose a threat to Americans, in combination with the Iranian government’s not-so-subtle dislike of the United States. This would seem to support the case for a war that would take out not only any potential nuclear weapons, but also a hostile regime. But a relatively united country of eighty million people would probably not fold up like a house of cards, especially if the United States were seen as the aggressor. This is not to say that war should never be an option for addressing the Iranian threat, but that it should be considered only if we strongly believe we have no other option—that more Americans will die if we don’t fight than if we do.

Most threats should be faced with our “soft power” resources. While because of my long experience as a Foreign Service Officer with the U.S. Department of State, I certainly have a bias, I strongly believe that effective diplomacy saves American lives. Winston Churchill, speaking at a White House luncheon in 1954, is quoted as saying that “it is better to jaw-jaw than to war-war” (British pronunciation makes it a much catchier phrase than it would be had an American said it). This is from the man credited with strengthening British resolve during the darkest hours of World War II. While “jawing” certainly has the appeal of not costing lives, it is superior to the use of military force—where the latter is not necessary—for another reason as well: it allows for greater flexibility and keeps more options open. Once the shooting starts, there is really only one way to go, and that is all out for military victory. Before the shooting starts, though, there are any manner of possibilities open, ranging from innumerable negotiation strategies to sanctions to yes, even war, should nothing else succeed. For America to effectively defend her primary national interest—the lives of Americans—our country must have not only a robust military but a diplomatic corps that is second to none.

A strong diplomatic corps serves our interests not only in the high-profile cases, where negotiations ward off impending conflict, but also by eliminating sources of tension in the first place, before they give rise to real threats. By maintaining relationships with governmental and nongovernmental actors, our diplomats serve as a first line of defense of American lives. In addition to noting and managing changes that could become serious threats, they also alert Americans to any potential dangers that may exist for those traveling overseas. The old proverb says, “To be forewarned is to be forearmed.” Our diplomats protect American lives by providing us with information that we could not otherwise get.

The State Department is not very popular with many conservatives on account of a perceived liberal bias at Foggy Bottom (the area of Washington where the State Department is located). From personal experience, I would agree that most Foreign Service Officers have a definite left-of-center political orientation, but I believe that most of them follow orders and seek to implement U.S. policy regardless of their own personal views. The resignations of some senior State Department officials in the wake of the election of President Trump should be seen as a good thing. It means that those people who could not, in good conscience, support the president’s agenda decided—or were convinced—to leave.

Trump’s removal of his first Secretary of State, Rex Tillerson, should not be seen as an admission that somehow State cannot be made to work. It was simply an admission that the president and his chief foreign policy advisor no longer saw eye to eye. While in recent years it has been common to see Secretaries of State remain in place for a much longer period of time, Tillerson is by no means the first such cabinet officer to leave office after serving only briefly. A similar president to Trump in terms of his transformation of American political life was Ronald Reagan, and he too had a problematic Secretary of State—in Alexander Haig. Haig served only eighteen months before being replaced. Woodrow Wilson saw his Secretary of State, William Jennings Bryan, resign over policy concerns early in his administration. If we look at such Secretaries of State as William Rufus Day (who served only six months in 1898), Edward Everett (four months in 1853), Robert Bacon (thirty-seven days in 1909), and especially Elihu Washburne (only five days in 1869), Secretary Tillerson seems like a real survivor.

The president should have someone representing him in foreign policy who shares his concerns—at least in broad strokes. The cabinet members, at the end of the day, represent the president. The mass of diplomats at State, however, just like the mass of soldiers at Defense, carry out the orders no matter who is in charge. Likely plenty of the Foreign Service Officers who have remained with State since 2017 are not enthusiastic about President Trump, but I would be genuinely shocked if any significant number of them do not do the jobs they are instructed to do. This is especially true of my former colleagues in Consular Affairs, who are passionate about the protection of American lives abroad. In any case, there is no realistic alternative to maintaining a diplomatic corps. I remember a number of years ago hearing a critic of the State Department say that with all the news media we had in the world, we did not need to send diplomats abroad. Even if they have reservations about State, I don’t think many Americans would be comfortable entrusting their foreign policy to the editorial board of the New York Times.

Protecting American lives is the paramount national interest, but it is not the only one. True, no right can exist without the right to life, but we all want to do more than just survive. We may have differing opinions as to the role of government in that equation, but I believe that most of us would agree that government does have a role in preventing attempts by outside actors to threaten our prosperity. The protection of American well-being should be seen as the second great national interest upon which our foreign policy should be based.

Again, as in the protection of American lives, our national interest in protecting and promoting American well-being can be and usually is best pursued by means short of war. But that does not mean that war is off the table. One of our earliest international conflicts had at its root the protection of American well-being, even if there were elements of the protection of American lives as well. In the early 1800s, the Barbary States of North Africa, which were officially a part of the Ottoman Empire but behaved with so much autonomy as to be de facto independent, were demanding ransom from Western shipping engaged in trade in the Mediterranean. Those who refused or were unable to pay had their ships confiscated, and the crews were often sold into slavery. President Thomas Jefferson refused to allow the payment of tribute, on the principle that no third party should be allowed to interfere with free trade between nations. He called the Barbary States by their proper name: pirates (if Jefferson had had access to the technology we have today, he might have even tweeted that). A military force was sent to teach the Barbary pirates a lesson, and while the job required follow-up under both Madison and Monroe, attacks on international shipping by the Barbary States came to an end. Incidentally, the section in the U.S. Marine hymn that mentions “the shores of Tripoli” is a reference to the Barbary Wars. Today Tripoli is part of Libya—some of the world’s hot spots have a habit of flaring up again and again.

While the Barbary Wars can be seen as actions to prevent attacks on Americans, they were not primarily fought for that reason. American lives could have been protected by paying ransom, but that would have meant accepting that a third party could dictate when and where we could trade, with increased costs to Americans as a result. War was seen as necessary to ensure that Americans could be engaged in trade, which contributed to the prosperity of all our fellow citizens.

A number of tools far short of war exist to protect American well-being. The idea of punitive tariffs, for example, is being discussed for the first time in years—and many Washington talking heads have nearly exploded, as if such talk were unprecedented. But protective tariffs are a tool that was used by Republican administrations all through the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. A punitive tariff is just what its name says: a tax on imported goods designed to punish the exporter of those goods for engaging in unfair trade practices (“dumping”), or for promulgating other policies that negatively impact American well-being. It differs from a revenue tariff, which is a tax on imported goods not directed against any particular country but rather designed simply to raise revenue. Before we had the income tax, the federal government was funded largely through revenue tariffs. And while nineteenth-century Democrats tended not to support tariffs designed primarily to punish foreign producers or to protect American industry, they did support the concept of tariffs in general—there was no other way to finance the federal government. Historically, therefore, criticism of tariffs has been on the grounds of how they are applied rather than a philosophical opposition to the whole concept of taxing imported goods.

Tariffs are most effective when there is a domestic source for the imported goods being taxed. If, for example, Chinese tires cost fifteen percent less than American tires, many Americans may choose to buy Chinese tires due to the competitive price. But if our government determines that the Chinese price is artificial, either because of dumping of goods below cost in order to seize the market, because of unfair labor practices, or by some other measure, it may choose to place a tariff of, say, twenty percent, on Chinese tires. This would mean that Chinese tires would now cost more than American tires, and the American consumer would likely switch his preference based on the relative price— unless there were some perceived quality advantage to Chinese goods, which is not generally the case. In theory, the Chinese would then correct their unfair trading practices in order to regain a share of the American market. Of course, they could retaliate by imposing their own tariff on American tires or even on some other good, such as wheat, but whether or not they would do this largely depends on how much they are willing to sacrifice in order to maintain the market share that their tires previously held. Besides potentially changing the behavior of the offending country, this tariff could have another benefit: it would be increasing demand for U.S. tires domestically and thus potentially create new manufacturing jobs. But it would also have a negative effect: tires would cost more money for all Americans, who would be forced to forego other goods or savings to afford them. All of these implications should be carefully balanced before imposing such a tariff. That being said, tariffs are nothing new; they have been used with great success by both developed and developing nations for centuries.

Sanctions—a sort of halfway house between tariffs and war, in terms of severity—are another tool in our arsenal. While tariffs are interventions in the market that still respect the market itself—they simply add to the price of an imported good and make it less profitable to sell in the United States—sanctions are a form of punishment that is direct rather than market-based. Sanctions prohibit certain (or all) types of trade and restrict (or prohibit) certain transactions. They are theoretically designed to change the behavior of the offending nation by depriving that country of vital trade. But that can be a tricky proposition, especially when only one or a few countries are in on the sanctions. In that case, another country may step in and gain for its own people the business that would have gone to American companies. Typically, therefore, sanctions are generally not used to protect our prosperity so much as to make a political statement.

For sanctions to be effective, they must be painful for the country targeted. But if they are so painful as to threaten that nation’s very existence, they may lead to open conflict. The attack on Pearl Harbor, while part and parcel of Japan’s aggressive expansionist policy, can also be seen as a response to crippling U.S. sanctions that had been imposed on Japan starting in 1937. The lesson here is that sanctions, like war, should be used only when our vital national interests are at stake. When the sanctioned country is incapable of effective military response, though, there may be other circumstances in which sanctions could work. If a group of nations with ample resources imposes sanctions against a smaller country with few resources, for example, that smaller country will face the prospect of its quality of living drastically declining if it does not comply with the demands set forth by the group of sanctioning nations. This worked in the case of Rhodesia. In 1966, during a time when black majority governments were coming to power across Africa, the white-led minority government of Rhodesia made its unilateral declaration of independence and was thus seen as an international pariah. The international community imposed sanctions against that country. While many other factors—including a weak global economy and a vigorous insurgency inside the country—contributed to the fall of the white-led government and the creation of the country of Zimbabwe in 1980, at least some scholars believe that sanctions had a decisive effect.2 If that is the case, it is one of the few examples of the successful use of sanctions. Even here, though, the long-run results have been mixed. The creation of Zimbabwe did eliminate a white-minority government, but the new leaders of Zimbabwe created in its place a socialist hell-hole that no longer can feed its own people, despite Rhodesia once having been the breadbasket of Africa.

In most cases, sanctions will not be that effective. For a large country with large amounts of natural resources, sanctions may only serve to increase tension rather than compel the kind of behavior we seek. If a large country with abundant resources is hit with sanctions, the result will be far less convincing, particularly if the sanctioned country still has plenty of trading partners. One example would be the 1973 oil embargo. In this event, Middle Eastern oil exporters decided to punish the United States for its support of Israel by withholding petroleum from the U.S. market. This had a devastating effect on the U.S. economy in the short term, and I can still remember the long lines for gasoline across the nation as people sought to fill up their cars. In the long term, however, it backfired. The United States became less dependent on foreign oil by increasing domestic production, by exploring alternative fuel sources, and by conservation. Since the short-term economic pain stretched into the administration of Jimmy Carter, and his policies were unable to prevent economic stagnation, one might even say that the oil embargo indirectly led to the election of Ronald Reagan, which is certainly not an outcome that the Middle Eastern oil exporters would have foreseen or desired.

Another weakness of sanctions is that they can, for political reasons, outlive their purpose—in some cases, going on seemingly forever. I would argue, for example, that sanctions against the Communist Cuban regime have been counterproductive, as they have given the Cuban government a convenient excuse for the failure of their pathetic economic policies, even as nearly every other country in the world has engaged in open trade with them. We will go into this case in detail in chapter thirteen, but suffice it to say that if sanctions have not produced regime change in the fifty-odd years that they have been in effect, it is unlikely that they will produce that change anytime soon.
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