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			Advance Praise for We Win, They Lose

			“In this high-stakes competition between freedom and authoritarianism, there is nothing static about superpower advantage. It can vanish in an instant—and there is no substitute for American leadership. We Win, They Lose serves as a compelling manifesto, presenting authentic policy solutions founded on the principles of peace through strength. Kroenig and Negrea’s book is essential reading for all deeply engaged in the intricacies of foreign affairs.” 

			—Keith Krach, Chairman of the Krach Institute of 
Tech Diplomacy, Former Undersecretary of State, 
and Former Chairman/CEO of Docusign and Ariba

			“Kroenig and Negrea have produced their own winner, an audacious fusion of Trump and Reagan for victory in what they see as a new Cold War with China. Their forceful prose and pungent policy prescriptions are sure not merely to shape but to upend the mounting debate over Republican foreign policy.” 

			—Jacob Heilbrunn, Editor of The National Interest

			“Matt Kroenig and Dan Negrea’s book is yet another proof of their superb intellect, strong moral compass, and unique understanding of the complexities of today’s world. Their intense belief in the values of freedom and democracy as underpinnings of security and prosperity also represents the Free World’s shield against the assaults of authoritarianism.” 

			—Mircea Geoana, Deputy Secretary General of NATO and Former Foreign Minister of Romania

			“We Win, They Lose: Foreign Policy and the New Cold War is a must-read not only for policymakers and national and economic security experts, but also for anyone who wants to better understand critical decisions US leaders have made in the past and how the gleaned learnings can foster a brighter American future. Dr. Kroenig and Mr. Negrea have done an impressive job of explaining complex issues, and this book will serve as an invaluable resource for future administrations.”  

			—Kimberly A. Reed, Former Chairman, President, and CEO of the Export-Import Bank of the United States 

			“Matthew Kroenig and Dan Negrea have written an extremely important book: We Win, They Lose. I wholeheartedly agree with their premise that America should strive for a situation where the CCP loses the will or capacity to challenge America’s vital interests. This book could easily serve as the first draft of a national security strategy for future Republican presidents.” 

			—Daniel F. Runde, Senior Vice President at CSIS and Author of The American Imperative: Reclaiming Global Leadership through Soft Power

			“This well-researched book replete with concrete policy recommendations is a valuable contribution to one of the most sober and urgent discussions of our time: how America and the Free World can defend our freedom and prosperity in the face of the malign and aggressive actions of the PRC and the other new axis of evil countries.” 

			—Michelle Giuda, CEO of Krach Institute for Tech Diplomacy at Purdue and Former Assistant Secretary of State for Global Public Affairs

			“This book is a must-read for anyone interested in US foreign policy, as well as for students of geopolitical dynamics. The authors lay out clearly and with plentiful evidence the case for a new foreign policy, to the benefit of US citizens and global peace.” 

			—Simeon Djankov, Director for Policy, London School of Economics and Political Science, Former Deputy Prime Minister of Bulgaria

			“Kroenig and Negrea have utilized past foreign policy successes to create a critical roadmap that we must use going forward. This book is an essential read for anyone who wants to understand and craft solutions to deal boldly with America’s current challenges and adversaries.” 

			—Manisha Singh, Former Assistant Secretary of State for Economic and Business Affairs

			“Kroenig and Negrea have written a timely and important explainer that lays out the future of a principled conservative foreign policy vision. Their clearly articulated vision serves as an important field guide for how we can make sure America does win this new twilight struggle.” 

			—Kelley Currie, Former Ambassador-at-Large for Global Women’s Issues

			“Many who quote the German military theorist Carl von Clausewitz’s maxim about war being ‘a continuation of politics by other means’ forget the context was an argument that force is not an end unto itself, but one instrument among others in the toolkit of statecraft, to be guided by a grand strategy to achieve the goals of the nation-state. Drawing lessons from the West’s victory in the First Cold War, Matthew Kroenig and Dan Negrea offer a compelling and updated conservative strategic vision for defining the objectives and, ultimately, winning America’s New Cold War.” 

			—J. Peter Pham, Former U.S. Special Envoy for the Sahel and Great Lakes Regions of Africa

			“America will triumph over tyranny when our leaders heed lessons for a winning foreign policy presented by Matthew Kroenig and Dan Negrea in their guide to conservative foreign policy: We Win, They Lose: Foreign Policy and the New Cold War. Office holders, candidates, scholars, journalists, and all who believe America to be the last best hope for the world need to read this book.” 

			—Robert L. “Bob” Livingston, Former Chairman Appropriations Committee

			“Intellectually rigorous and policy relevant, this is the most sophisticated articulation of a conservative internationalist grand strategy for America in the 21st century. Kroenig and Negrea outline how the next Republican administration should deal with the challenges of our new era of great power competition!” 

			—Ionut Popescu, Adjunct Professor at Texas Tech University, Recipient of the 2023 Freedom and Opportunity Academic Prize by The Heritage Foundation

			“Matthew Kroenig and Dan Negrea’s We Win, They Lose: Foreign Policy and the New Cold War is a critical, and timely, contribution to the discussion of US foreign policy in the era of great power rivalry between the United States of America and The People’s Republic of China. Their book proposes a refreshing return to realism as the foundation of United States foreign policy when naked aggression by countries hostile to the United States is no longer a relic of history. This book is a must-read for all persons, both Democrats and Republicans, interested in how the United States should navigate the complex world of great power rivalry they refer to as the New Cold War.” 

			—Michael George DeSombre, Former US Ambassador to Thailand

			“European policymakers would be well advised to read We Win, They Lose. Not only does the book candidly lay out what a future Republican foreign policy may look like. But it will also help Europeans understand more clearly the rationale, a mixture of realpolitik and values, that underpins Republican foreign policy priorities.” 

			—Markus Jaeger, Adjunct Professor at Columbia University, Member of the German Council on Foreign Relations
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			Foreword

			by Mike Pompeo

			It was the honor of a lifetime to serve as CIA director and secretary of state in the administration of Donald J. Trump, and I am proud of our many foreign policy accomplishments. We ended a failed, decades-long policy of accommodating communist China and instead ushered in a new era of great power competition. We deterred Putin’s aggression in Europe and strengthened the NATO alliance. In the Middle East, we wiped ISIS off the battlefield. We withdrew from Obama’s disastrous Iran nuclear deal and replaced it with a “maximum pressure” campaign. The pressure contained the mullahs in Tehran and helped bring about a historic Middle East peace in the form of the Abraham Accords.

			It pains me, therefore, to see many of these accomplishments being undone by the Joseph R. Biden administration. Biden’s weakness invited Putin to launch the largest war in Europe since World War II, and his lack of a clear strategy for aiding Ukraine is contributing to needless death and destruction. His toothless diplomacy with Iran has permitted the Islamic Republic to become a de facto nuclear weapons power. And his obsession with trying to cooperate with China on climate change and other issues weakens the free world’s competitive position against the communist regime in Beijing.

			What we need to reverse these losses and once again strengthen American global leadership is a new president armed with a powerful, conservative foreign policy blueprint. Fortunately, such a plan is exactly what Matthew Kroenig and Dan Negrea provide in this gem of a book. Kroenig and Negrea are among the country’s leading foreign policy thinkers, and I benefited from their writings often while I was in office.

			In We Win, They Lose, Kroenig and Negrea outline a brilliant and compelling “Trump-Reagan Fusion” for uniting the Republican Party on foreign policy and winning the New Cold War with communist China. It starts with the enduring wisdom of Reaganism and updates it for the twenty-first century with Trump’s “America First” principles. It then applies this framework to help readers understand the challenges—and the solutions—to every major foreign policy issue facing the United States today, from defeating communist China to enhancing border security. For example, the book envisions a transformed world—a world of American victory—where the CCP and its evil counterparts no longer undermine the United States’ vital interests. This state of affairs is envisioned either through the CCP’s voluntary capitulation or its incapacitation. Importantly, the book clarifies that while the United States should support champions of democracy within China, the form of governance the Chinese people choose is their own prerogative, not a subject of US preference.

			We Win, They Lose is an authoritative guide to conservative foreign policy in the twenty-first century. It is a must-read for anyone who wants to better understand a conservative approach to global affairs. Every GOP presidential candidate and member of Congress can benefit from the wisdom in these pages. I look forward to seeing many copies spread around the White House, the Pentagon, and the State Department come January 20, 2025.

			—Mike Pompeo, 70th United States Secretary of State

		

	
		
			Preface

			In the summer of 2021, leading conservative officials and thinkers gathered in Jackson Hole, Wyoming, for a retreat on the future of the Republican Party’s foreign policy. Over two days, the participants assessed President Donald J. Trump’s foreign policy record, analyzed domestic and international trends, and debated the future direction for the party’s policies. It was a big-tent gathering that included: former senior Trump administration officials; former officials from past Republican administrations, including “Never Trumpers”; sitting members of Congress; and conservative academics and think tank experts.

			Two things stood out in the discussions. First, there was a lot of agreement. Despite the public perception that the Republican Party is deeply divided, participants at this conference were basically united around the core principles of a conservative foreign policy, their understanding of the state of global affairs, and the strategies and policies necessary to advance US interests. Second, there were a few (but only a few) heated disagreements, but the divides seemed bridgeable. Indeed, the debates were not primarily about divisions over the Trump legacy per se but ran along longstanding ideological and policy cleavages within the party, such as the relative importance of values and interests or whether the United States should reduce its presence in the Middle East to devote more attention to Asia. At one point, a prominent US senator summed up the view of many in the room when he said, “What we really need is a Trump-Reagan fusion.”

			That statement was the inspiration for this book. We decided to take up that challenge and articulate the foreign policy synthesis around which the Republican Party can coalesce.

			A variety of institutions and individuals made this book possible. We would like to thank the Atlantic Council and its CEO, Fred Kempe. We are fortunate to work at one of the most impactful, nonpartisan foreign policy think tanks in Washington, DC. The ideas in this book were heavily shaped by our daily interactions with the Atlantic Council staff and US and allied government officials and experts too numerous to name, but, in a way, they are the co-authors of this book. The Atlantic Council’s talented staff played a key role in conducting background research, preparing footnotes, and other necessary tasks. We could not have finished the book so quickly without the able assistance of Jeffrey Cimmino, Danielle Miller, Sydney Sherry, Soda Lo, and Imran Bayoumi. Of course, the Atlantic Council is a nonpartisan organization that does not stand for any particular party or policy other than its mission statement of “shaping the global future together.” The arguments in this book, therefore, represent solely the views of the authors, not of the Atlantic Council as an organization.

			Matthew would also like to thank Georgetown University where he concurrently teaches courses on government and foreign service. One of the secret joys of instructing is that teachers often learn as much from their students as their students learn from them.

			For constructive feedback on the ideas in this book, we would like to thank: Alex Alden, Peter Berkowitz, Sam Buchan, James Carafano, Todd Chapman, Spencer Chretien, Matthew Continetti, Michael DeSombre, Colin Dueck, David Feith, Jacob Heilbrunn, Brian Hook, Andrew Marshall, Ionut Popescu, Amanda Rothschild, David Wilezol, and John Zadrozny. Any remaining errors or misjudgments are the authors’ responsibility.

			We would like to thank the Ronald Reagan Presidential Foundation and Institute and its Washington director, Roger Zakheim, for hosting the aforementioned foreign policy retreat.

			Finally, we would like to thank our friends and families. We appreciate your patience as we spent many mornings, evenings, weekends, and holidays hunched over our laptops, or on telephone and Zoom calls, working through the ideas in this book. We hope that the end result—helping the United States develop a sound foreign policy to deal with the serious challenges facing the country—was worth the sacrifice. Most importantly, we want to recognize our wives and children: Olivia, Eleanora, and Henry Kroenig and Nikki, Victoria, Peter, and Michael Negrea. This book is dedicated to you.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			In 1977, Ronald Reagan was discussing foreign policy with his future national security advisor, Richard V. Allen. When the conversation turned to the presidential candidate’s plan for managing the Cold War with the Soviet Union, Reagan’s blunt statement shocked his longtime confidant.1

			The prevailing US policy toward the Soviet Union at the time was détente. Masterminded by President Richard Nixon and his national security advisor, Henry Kissinger, détente was based on the assumption that the United States was a declining power, the Soviet Union was on the rise, and the best Washington could do was lock in parity with its Communist rival through a series of arms control agreements meant to stabilize the relationship. This policy was continued in modified forms by Nixon’s successors, Presidents Ford and Carter.2

			Reagan did not buy it. He saw the Soviet Union as an evil empire. A policy of coexistence presumed an unacceptable moral equivalence between America and the Free World on one hand, and the Soviet Union and its captive nations on the other. Perhaps more importantly, he believed America’s free-market, democratic system possessed inherent strengths and that the Soviet Union’s Communist system was fundamentally flawed. He bet that if Washington took the gloves off and forced Moscow to compete, the United States could ultimately prevail.

			As he explained to Allen, “My idea of American policy toward the Soviet Union is simple, and some would say simplistic. It is this: We win, and they lose.”3

			Three years later, Reagan was elected president and pursued that clear strategic vision. By the time he left office, the United States had won the First Cold War.

			Unfortunately, after a quarter-century respite from major power competition, a New Cold War has emerged, this time with the People’s Republic of China (PRC). The United States did not choose this confrontation; China is forcing it upon us. While China has challenged the United States for many years, Washington only awoke to this reality in 2017 when President Donald J. Trump declared “great power competition” with China and Russia the greatest security threat facing the nation.4 This New Cold War may be even more dangerous than the first one because China is wealthier and more powerful than the Soviet Union ever was.5 Moreover, China is deepening its strategic partnerships with other revisionist and expansionist autocracies, including Russia, Iran, and North Korea.

			By calling this confrontation a New Cold War, we are not saying it is exactly like the First Cold War. There are, of course, important differences. Still, there is a key, defining similarity: both cold wars were global confrontations between the United States and an autocratic, great power rival regarding the future of the world. Will we live in a world that reflects US interests and values or one dominated by a hostile dictatorship?

			It is early days, and the United States is still grasping to define its strategy. A good strategy begins with clear goals, but Washington has not yet settled on a clear objective for its struggle with China. Some say this confrontation will continue indefinitely, with no end in sight. Others say the goal should simply be to avoid World War III. These answers are unsatisfactory.

			Inspired by Ronald Reagan, we suggest a straightforward goal for the New Cold War with China: we win, and they lose. By this, we mean simply that America should strive for a situation where the Chinese Communist Party loses the will and/or the capacity to challenge America’s vital interests.

			Designing and prosecuting such a strategy will be aided by a conservative worldview. We will explain the fundamental differences between conservative and progressive philosophies and how they result in consistent and predictable foreign policy disagreements. Conservatives tend to believe that the objective of US foreign policy is to advance American interests in a dangerous world. Progressives generally want the US government to cooperate with other nations to solve shared global challenges. Neither is right or wrong per se, and a progressive worldview may have made sense in more benign international environments, such as during the 1990s. But we argue that a conservative worldview is better suited for the coming confrontation with China. It is no accident, after all, that it was Reagan, a Republican president, who won the First Cold War.

			Some might argue that, unlike in Reagan’s time, the Republican Party today is too divided to pursue a coherent strategy on anything.6 But this view is incorrect. While there are real divisions within the party, the outline of a new foreign policy consensus exists just beneath the surface. The existential threat posed by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) is a central, unifying theme.7 We call this emerging Republican foreign policy doctrine the Trump-Reagan fusion. Reagan set the basis for the modern Republican Party for nearly forty years with his commitment to individual liberty, free markets, and a strong national defense.8 These traditions are alive and well among conservatives. But Trump updated what it means to be a conservative. His America First policies refocused the GOP on the interests of all Americans and confronting countries, such as China, whose economic policies harm American interests.9

			Together, Reagan and Trump have been the most influential Republican presidents of the past several decades, and any viable GOP foreign policy must necessarily build on both presidents’ legacies. Indeed, we believe the Trump-Reagan fusion we describe in this book could define Republican foreign policy for a generation or more and will help the United States to prevail in its confrontation with China.

			Starting from this baseline, the book then provides a coherent and comprehensive understanding for every major foreign policy issue facing the United States. In each subject, we provide the theoretical underpinnings, historical background, and a recommended conservative approach for addressing the issue area. Topics covered include: defense, trade, values, China, Russia, Iran, North Korea, allies and institutions, border security and immigration, energy and the environment, and more.

			We hope that the Republican Party can coalesce around a sound foreign policy vision, because the world has entered a dangerous new era. While we are patriots and always wish the American president well, we fear that the administration of President Joseph Biden is not up to the task. Biden’s secretary of state, Antony Blinken, for example, has said that US-China relations are a blend of “competition, cooperation, and confrontation.”10 He is only about one-third right. The reality is that relations between Washington and Beijing are increasingly defined by their most confrontational elements.11

			In short, this book argues that there is an emerging Republican foreign policy doctrine for the twenty-first century that is better suited than progressive alternatives to achieve victory in the New Cold War with China.

			We have experienced the evolution of the party’s foreign policy firsthand. Indeed, we helped to shape it. Matthew served in the Department of Defense and the intelligence community, and in 2022 he was appointed by the US Congress as a Republican commissioner on a bipartisan commission to review US strategic forces policy. Dan was a successful Wall Street executive for decades before coming to Washington to serve in the Trump administration on Secretary of State Mike Pompeo’s policy planning staff and, later, as the State Department’s special representative for commercial and business affairs. Currently, we both manage centers at a nonpartisan Washington, DC, foreign policy think tank, the Atlantic Council, where we meet with politicians, policy experts, and US and allied government officials almost daily. Few are better positioned to write a book about Republican foreign policy today.

			We wrote this book for many purposes. First, we wanted to provide a handbook for Republican politicians, political candidates, staffers, policy experts, journalists, and voters about where the party stands on the major issues. We hope that this book will become a resource for conservative US leaders for decades to come. If they are preparing for a debate in a national election or at Thanksgiving dinner, this book can help them get up to speed on the major issues. More ambitiously, we aspire for this book to become a first draft of the national security strategy for future Republican presidents.

			Second, we wanted to help define the legacy of Trumpism for conservative foreign policy so that others do not misunderstand and misuse it. We worry that some conservatives are learning the wrong lessons from the Trump administration, invoking Trump’s name to champion policy positions that border on isolationism. They label themselves Republicans, but their policy prescriptions are often indistinguishable from those on the Far Left. While in office, Trump was skeptical of some preexisting, foreign commitments, but he was no isolationist. We think it would be a mistake to follow a foreign policy of retreat in the name of Trumpism.

			Third, we wanted to explain the conservative worldview to fair-minded progressives. As staff at a Washington, DC-based, nonpartisan think tank, we frequently interact with left-leaning colleagues from the United States and abroad, including US and allied government officials, academics, journalists, and other policy experts. They sometimes dismiss conservative viewpoints and what they see as an incoherent Republican foreign policy. We are tiring of defending conservative foreign policy in weekly personal interactions. Now we can simply hand them a copy of our book.

			Some readers may think that a Trump-Reagan synthesis is an oxymoron given that these men’s personalities and worldviews are so different. In many respects, they are correct. In other ways, however, these men may be more similar than many appreciate.12 They were both outsiders to Washington politics. They were both Democrats before they became Republicans. They were both entertainers before becoming politicians. They were both belittled as unserious and castigated as reckless. Despite the naysayers, however, they were the most influential Republican presidents of the past seventy-five years, and their ideas significantly transformed the conservative movement. One cannot make sense of mainstream Republican thinking today without understanding both Reagan and Trump.

			Of course, the possibility of a Trump-Reagan fusion in foreign policy does not mean that we are blind to the real differences within the Republican Party. Like any healthy party in a flourishing democracy, there is constructive debate on many issues. In an attempt to identify different camps, people apply labels such as realists, neoconservatives, national conservatives, and so on.13 But, as we argue in this book, there are common principles, worldviews, and policy approaches that bring conservative foreign policy thinkers together under one tent and that distinguish them from their progressive counterparts on the other side of the aisle.

			Some readers may be more interested in biographies of Reagan or Trump, chronicles about their administrations, or accounts about the scandals in which they were involved, such as the Iran-Contra Affair or the violence at the US Capitol on January 6, 2021.14 There are plenty of sources of information for readers interested in these subjects, and we do not intend to reprise that material here. This book instead will focus on understanding Reagan’s and Trump’s key contributions to conservative foreign policy and apply their insights to the New Cold War with China and the foreign policy challenges facing the country.

			In doing so, this book fills an important void. The vast majority of foreign policy books are written by left-leaning authors for a left-leaning audience. Most authors of foreign policy books are journalists and academics, and most journalists and academics are Democrats. Simply look at the record of political campaign donations of the employees of the Council on Foreign Relations, Georgetown University, or The New York Times.15 This means that they do not really understand or sympathize with a conservative worldview. Mainstream accounts of Republican foreign policy, therefore, are written from the outside looking in, as if the author is trying to explain an exotic tribe in a faraway land. We are better positioned to explain authoritatively how Republicans think about foreign policy.

			Conservative foreign policy experts have written good books in recent years, but these are almost all on specific issues and do not provide a holistic picture. Elbridge Colby’s Strategy of Denial proposes a strategy for defending US interests against Chinese military aggression.16 Aaron Friedberg’s Getting China Wrong explains how the US foreign policy community underestimated the China threat after the end of the First Cold War.17 In The Kill Chain, Christian Brose warns that the Pentagon is not well equipped to adopt the newest military technology.18 These books all make a meaningful contribution, but none provide a comprehensive overview of conservative foreign policy.

			Other books do look at conservative foreign policy writ large but were written in, or focus their subject matter on, different eras. Colin Dueck’s Age of Iron and Henry Nau’s Conservative Internationalism provide histories of conservative nationalist and conservative internationalist foreign policy thinking, respectively, but they do not offer a comprehensive overview on where the party stands on the major foreign policy issues today and in the future.19 Paul Miller’s American Power and Liberal Order lays out a “conservative internationalist grand strategy,” but it was written before Trump’s rise to political power and does not grapple with what Trumpism means for US foreign policy.20 In Only the Strong, Tom Cotton presents his vision for the future of the United States, including in foreign policy. But this book, and others by leading Republican politicians, serve more as memoirs and high-level statements of principles than as scholarly efforts to study foreign policy problems and their solutions.21

			In sum, this book is distinctive in that it provides a comprehensive interpretation of conservative foreign policy as the world enters the second quarter of the twenty-first century. Most importantly, it is unique in explaining how the Republican Party fused the traditions of Reaganism with the innovations of Trumpism to arrive at a new synthesis adjusted for the realities of the present era.

			The rest of the book will continue in several parts. The first part of the book sets the stage. Chapter One grounds the discussion by explaining the purpose of US foreign policy and the key differences between a progressive and conservative American foreign policy. Chapter Two reviews the Biden administration’s foreign policy record. It will argue that Biden was well-intentioned, but on important issues—such as the struggle with China, Russia’s war in Ukraine, border security and immigration, the Iranian and North Korean nuclear challenges, energy and climate, and the withdrawal from Afghanistan—Biden’s foreign policy failed to deliver for the American people.

			Part II is the core of the book. It explains the Trump-Reagan fusion in the principal foreign policy domains of security, economics, and values. Chapter Three makes the case for a defense and security policy centered around the notion of “peace through strength.” Chapter Four articulates how the party balances free and fair trade. Chapter Five explains American exceptionalism as a core tenet of conservative foreign policy.

			Parts III and IV apply the Trump-Reagan fusion to specific foreign policy issue areas. Part III deals sequentially with the biggest threats to US national security including: China, Russia, Iran, and North Korea. Part IV addresses other foreign policy issues, including allies, energy security and climate change, and border security and immigration.

			Before we dig into the details of the Trump-Reagan fusion, however, it is important to begin with the fundamentals: What is the purpose of American foreign policy?

			
			
		

	
		
			Part I

			Setting the Stage

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The Purpose of 
Foreign Policy

			Why does the United States of America (or any other country) need a foreign policy? What are the goals of US foreign policy? And, what is the difference between a conservative and a progressive foreign policy? These are the questions this chapter will address.

			America’s Vital Interests

			We live in an interconnected world. Some may not like that fact, but it is true. American consumers buy products from, and American companies do business, all over the world. Roughly one-quarter of US GDP comes from international trade.22 American tourists travel to visit foreign countries. More than one-third of Americans have valid passports.23 Americans appreciate foreign cultures and customs, including pizza, sushi, and soccer. People from other countries visit the United States, and many want to immigrate and live here. One hundred and sixty-five million tourists visit the United States each year, bringing revenue to hotels, restaurants, and museums.24 Twenty-six percent of Americans are either foreign-born or are the children of immigrants.25 Hostile powers, including China and Russia, interfere in US domestic politics and seek to undermine American democracy.26 And, as we have seen throughout history, hostile powers becoming too strong overseas can result in direct attacks against the US homeland. Remember Pearl Harbor and 9/11?

			To paraphrase the popular advertising campaign about Las Vegas from several years ago, what happens overseas does not stay overseas.

			This global interconnectedness is why the United States needs a foreign policy. The United States government needs to be engaged overseas to secure the interests of the American people. These interests derive directly from noble American values defined in the nation’s founding documents. As Thomas Jefferson wrote in the Declaration of Independence, the American people have an inalienable right to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” Or, translated into today’s language, they have a right to security, freedom, and prosperity. We find the same concepts in the preamble of the Constitution, which says that the purpose of the US government is to “provide for the common defence [security], promote the general Welfare [prosperity], and secure the Blessings of Liberty [freedom].”27

			These values articulated in America’s founding documents mirror the three primary goals of US foreign policy as spelled out in countless national security strategies over the years: the security, freedom, and prosperity of the American people.

			Starting with this triumvirate of overarching American values, we articulate eight vital and important national interests that guide the foreign policy of the United States.

			First, the United States must defend the US homeland. It needs to keep the American people safe and secure at home. It must also protect Americans and US forces when they are overseas. Providing for national defense is one of the few powers explicitly granted to the federal government in the US Constitution.

			Second, Washington should seek to prevent a hostile power from dominating an important geopolitical region. Washington learned in World War II that it was a mistake to allow Hitler to dominate Europe and Imperial Japan to subjugate Asia. It was too costly to wait for the Axis powers to attack the United States and then fight a costly war to defeat them. In hindsight, America realized it would have been much better to address those threats early on. Now, Washington prevents regional rivals from becoming so powerful that they can pose a direct threat to the United States. Today, that means that the United States tries to prevent the anti-American dictators in China, Russia, Iran, and North Korea from dominating their respective regions. It should also counter their malign expansion into other regions, such as the Middle East, Africa, the Western Hemisphere, and the Arctic.

			Third, Washington should maintain peace and stability in the Indo-Pacific, Europe, and the Middle East. The truth is that some regions are more important to US interests than others. Washington has rightly prioritized these three regions because they contain the greatest concentrations of wealth, power, and danger. As just noted, a US presence in these regions helps to keep its most dangerous adversaries bottled up. But stability in these regions also contributes to American prosperity. A large portion of US international trade and investment is transacted with countries in Europe (~18 percent) and Asia (~30 percent).28 (Another 30 percent comes from Canada and Mexico.29) The US and allied economies depend on the free flow of oil and gas from the Middle East, which contains 48 percent of the world’s proven oil reserves.30 Even though the United States is now an energy superpower in its own right, the energy market is global, and disruptions to energy supplies in the Middle East spike the price of energy and can cause recessions in the United States. A war in any of these regions would damage the global economy and negatively impact the American people. Maintaining peace in these regions, therefore, is a vital US interest. Washington used military force, for example, in 1999 to stop Serbia’s war against Kosovo in Europe. The United States would also prefer to maintain peace and stability globally, but not every conflict is a vital national interest.

			To achieve stability in these priority regions, the United States has built a large network of allies and partners. Washington is not engaged in these regions primarily to help its allies. Rather, it has allies because it must remain engaged in these important regions in order to secure its own interests.

			Fourth, Washington should work to stop the proliferation of nuclear weapons.31 A rogue state, like North Korea or Iran, armed with nuclear weapons, could launch a nuclear attack on an American city, potentially killing millions of US citizens. Even if these rogue states never use their nuclear weapons, they can use the threat of nuclear attack to blackmail the United States and constrain its freedom of action. It would be much better to prevent other countries from acquiring nuclear weapons in the first place rather than to live under the constant fear of nuclear annihilation.

			Fifth, the United States should counter anti-American terrorist groups globally. In the 1990s, US officials were aware that Al Qaeda harbored the intent to attack the United States.32 But striking Bin Laden first in Afghanistan seemed too extreme to then US president Bill Clinton. After the 9/11 terror attacks, that calculus changed. The United States counters anti-American terrorist groups globally to prevent them from killing Americans overseas or conducting attacks against the US homeland.33

			Sixth, the United States should secure the so-called global commons: the high seas, airspace, cyberspace, and outer space. When we take our family on an international vacation or go on an international business trip, we do not want our airplane to get shot out of the sky. We do not want cargo ships, which transport the products we buy from Amazon and the energy we use to fuel our cars and heat our homes, to be sunk by hostile powers or raided by pirates. We cannot access our bank accounts and investments, use email, hold Zoom calls, read digital newspapers, stream a movie, or surf the web if a hostile power has taken down the internet or hacked into our accounts. The US military and the global economy (including Google Maps, Uber, and many other daily conveniences) depend on a functioning Global Positioning System (GPS) and other satellites in space, but Russia and China have weapons designed to destroy American satellites. In short, our daily lives depend greatly on a secure global commons. It is the responsibility of the United States government to keep the seas, skies, outer space, and cyberspace free and open for the benefit of the American people.

			Seventh, the United States government should advance a free and fair global economic system. Americans like to go to Walmart or Amazon and buy a wide variety of products at low prices. Many of these goods are made overseas. The socks you are wearing right now, for example, were probably made in China (58 percent of America’s supply is).34 US businesses earn more revenue and create more and better paying jobs if they can sell their products not only to 330 million other Americans but to eight billion people globally. The United States exports, for example, $27 billion worth of soybeans and $14 billion worth of financial services every year.35 The United States would be much poorer if it were to shut itself off from the global economy. At the same time, American consumers and businesses are not doing charity work. They do not want to be ripped off by America’s international trading partners. The US government, therefore, has a duty to create and safeguard a free and fair international economic system so Americans can compete on a level playing field.

			Eighth, the US government should make the world safe for democracy. This is not to say that Washington should go on a global campaign to remake other countries in America’s image. It should not. But it should protect America’s democratic form of government. And we have seen throughout history and to the present that hostile autocratic powers are threatened by American democracy and try to undermine it. During the First Cold War, the Soviet Union supported Communist sympathizers in the United States and globally with the goal of bringing about workers’ revolutions.36 Today, Moscow and Beijing interfere in US domestic politics with the goal of turning Americans against one another and delegitimizing American democracy.37 By promoting democracy and countering autocracy overseas, Washington can more easily secure the blessings of liberty at home.

			Moreover, it is a simple fact that America’s best friends internationally are other democracies like Canada, the United Kingdom, Germany, Poland, Romania, Israel, Japan, South Korea, Australia, and others. Washington shares interests and values with these nations. Political science research shows that democracies are less likely to fight wars with each other, more likely to play by the rules in the global economy, and more likely to respect the human rights of their people.38 When there are more democracies in the world, it is easier for the United States to achieve the other important interests spelled out above.

			There are, of course, caveats to keep in mind with regard to this interest. First, Washington can and should have constructive relations with cooperative nondemocracies, like Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Vietnam, and Singapore. Second, it is often too costly, unwise, or impossible for Washington to remake the domestic political systems of other countries. But, all else being equal, and where it has the chance to make a meaningful difference at reasonable cost, Washington should encourage other countries to adopt democratic practices and respect human rights.

			In sum, these are America’s vital and important national interests. The order in which we listed these national interests was not accidental. There is a hierarchy, and we ordered them from the most important (defending the homeland) to least important (promoting democracy). Indeed, the first six interests are vital interests, meaning that they are so important that Washington should be prepared to use all elements of national power, including military force, to secure them. The final two interests are important, but not vital, and should be pursued with a wide range of tools short of military force, including diplomacy, sanctions, and foreign aid. Some interests are urgent and require immediate action, like stopping a terror attack, while others, like promoting democracy, can be addressed over the longer term. Critically, the effort the United States puts into pursuing each of these interests should be commensurate with its importance.

			In fact, believe it or not, there has been a rough bipartisan consensus on the above interests for US foreign policy for many years. These interests have basically been recognized and pursued in one way or another by Reagan and Trump and Clinton and Obama. Major foreign policy debates between Republicans and Democrats, therefore, are mostly not over what US foreign policy interests should be but rather which to prioritize and how to pursue them.

			Conservative versus Progressive Foreign Policy

			What is the difference between a conservative and a progressive foreign policy? Some might argue that there is not much difference. After all, when there are changes in presidential administrations, there is generally more continuity than change in US foreign policy. Biden, for example, criticized Trump’s foreign policy on the campaign trail but then mostly retained Trump’s focus on competition with China when he took office. International relations scholars would argue that these broad continuities exist because much of the context of US foreign policy remains the same before and after inauguration day. The threats and opportunities facing the country do not drastically change because America had a presidential election. Every US president since Truman had to worry about Russia’s nuclear weapons, for example.

			The available tool kit of American power also does not suddenly change when there is a new occupant in the Oval Office. Republican and Democratic presidents alike have a restricted set of options (diplomacy, sanctions, military force, and so forth) to address international problems. New administrations repeat much of the policies of their predecessors because the policies were working or because they were the least bad options available. At other times, the Washington foreign policy “blob” follows a wrongheaded approach, and it takes a major crisis to reveal that their past policies were mistaken.39 Ten years ago, for example, almost everyone thought Washington should engage Beijing, but Chinese president Xi Jinping’s threatening behavior eventually made it clear that a new, tougher approach was needed.40

			Still, despite these broad continuities in US foreign policy, there are consistent differences between Republican and Democratic foreign policies, and these are rooted in the differences in conservative and progressive ideologies.

			This is not primarily an argument about partisan politics but about worldview. There are conservative Democrats, liberal Republicans, and many moderates and centrists in both parties. Still, on balance, the Democratic Party tends to be shaped by its progressive wing, while Republican administrations tend to reflect a more conservative perspective.

			Jonathan Haidt is an American social psychologist who has categorized the fundamental moral beliefs of all human societies. He identifies five fundamental moral principles: (1) fairness; (2) caring for, or at least not harming, others; (3) respect for authority; (4) sanctity and religious tradition; and (5) in-group loyalty.41 His research shows that progressives and conservatives both value the first two principles. Nobody believes that it is right to harm others or treat them unfairly. But, Haidt argues, the list of progressive values stops there, whereas conservatives have a broader set of moral beliefs (Haidt describes himself as a centrist who empathizes with both perspectives). Progressives, therefore, are more willing to place fairness and caring above all else. They are more willing to subvert authority, defy tradition, and betray their in-group if it advances the causes of fairness and caring. Conservatives, on the other hand, according to Haidt, try to find a balance among all five competing virtues.

			Political science scholarship supports this assessment. In 1957, the late Harvard professor Samuel Huntington provided an enduring political science statement of what it means to be conservative.42 He argued that there are several fundamental conservative beliefs. First, the world is dangerous. Second, established traditions have stood the test of time and are valuable. Third, religion is an important glue for society. Fourth, hierarchy is natural, and human attempts to eliminate it will fail. Fifth, community interests are important, and, while not stated, it is implied that “our” community’s traditions and beliefs are superior to “theirs.”

			These moral foundations can help explain the most important differences between conservative and progressive worldviews and foreign policy. Let us begin with religion and traditional values. Christians (64 percent of the US population) believe that the world and humankind are fallen. They believe that there is good and evil. Human action alone will never eliminate evil from Earth. The best humans can do is strive to be virtuous themselves and to guard against the dangers of evil. Christian theologians, like Reinhold Niebuhr, have argued that it is the job of the state to defend its citizens from evil in a fallen world.43

			Progressives, on the other hand, have a worldview that is more secular and heavily shaped by the European enlightenment. They believe that past evils were the result of poor human understanding, but with advances in science and education, humans can apply reason to make the world a better place. Progressives, therefore, are more likely to see the state as a tool to ameliorate the human condition.

			Let us now turn to the principle of in-group loyalty. Conservatives tend to value loyalty to one’s own family and nation. Familial loyalty is taught as a virtue in many major religious traditions. Biologists have also noted evolutionary advantages for groups that help their kin in times of need.44

			Progressives, on the other hand, are more likely to want to treat people equally regardless of the circumstances. After all, we are all human beings with similar wants and desires and are capable of reason. Progressives do not believe it makes sense to treat another human being differently simply because they were born into another family, religion, or country. They want to help people in need everywhere.

			To be sure, the above discussion presents a clear but overly simplistic typology. The real world is more about shades of grey than black and white distinctions. But, still, there are foundational, philosophical differences that distinguish a conservative and progressive orientation to the human condition and, relatedly, to global affairs. Let us consider how these fundamental differences shape some of the major partisan debates in contemporary US foreign policy.

			Sources of International Conflict

			Why does the United States come into conflict with other countries or groups like China, Russia, or ISIS? Conservatives are more likely to see international conflict as a clash between good and evil. Reagan saw America as a “shining city on a hill” in contrast to the “evil empire” of the Soviet Union.45 George W. Bush declared the US’s major enemies of Iraq, Iran, and North Korea to be an “axis of evil” in 2002.46 Trump talked about “rogue regimes developing nuclear weapons and missiles to threaten the entire planet.” There are fundamental conflicts of interest between the United States and its dangerous adversaries. The United States, therefore, needs to be strong to defend itself. And it would be naïve to be too optimistic about possible cooperation with these enemies. For conservatives, the friend-enemy distinction is an important one.

			Progressives, on the other hand, are more likely to see international conflict as resulting from misunderstanding. Americans, Russians, and Chinese are all rational human beings with similar wants and desires. Conflicts, therefore, must result from a breakdown in communication. If only we could get to the negotiating table and have meaningful dialogue, surely we could come to a reasonable agreement that satisfies everyone. Progressives do recognize the existence of real conflicts of interest. But they put much more faith in diplomacy and international agreements and cooperation with adversaries. As Barack Obama pursued rapprochement with longstanding US rivals Iran and Cuba, one colleague joked that Democrats see two categories of countries in the world: US friends and potential US friends.

			The Purpose of US Foreign Policy

			These basic moral differences have important implications for how conservatives and progressives view the purpose of US foreign policy. Conservatives believe the basic purpose of US foreign policy is to advance American interests and protect the American people in an inherently dangerous world. Perfecting a fallen world is impossible and a fool’s errand. Washington cannot bring about paradise on Earth. It should be modest about its ability to improve the human condition. Moreover, its responsibility is to its in-group, the American people, not to humanity writ large.

			Progressives, on the other hand, are more likely to see US foreign policy as a tool to advance the enlightenment project. Washington should pursue global cooperation and strive to create a better world for all of humanity.

			Donald Trump championed an “America First” agenda. Many Republicans thought the slogan was an obvious articulation of the priorities of any American president and a truism: Should not any government put the interests of its own people first? But many Democrats decried it as blasphemy. How dare Trump chauvinistically proclaim American interests to be above the interests of other nations? In contrast, Biden’s national security strategy (NSS) declared that Washington’s foremost goal was to advance a “free, open, prosperous, and secure international order” (italics added for emphasis).47 The difference in word choice may seem subtle, but it is meaningful. The stated goal of Biden’s strategy was not to advance the freedom, prosperity, and security of the American people but of the entire world order.

			To be sure, conservatives see value in promoting international peace, prosperity, and freedom but as a nice-to-have so long as it is consistent with American interests—not as an objective in and of itself.

			The Value of American Power

			Conservatives and progressives also view American power differently. Conservatives believe that American power is necessary to keep the country safe in a dangerous world. They believe in “peace through strength” (the subject of Chapter Three). When America is strong, its adversaries will not mess with it. But a weak America invites aggression. Moreover, the exercise of US power in the form of sanctions or military strikes is sometimes necessary to advance American interests. Yes, this can lead to the suffering and even death of people in other countries. This is undesirable, but, at the end of the day, protecting American lives and advancing American interests is the foremost objective of the US president.

			Contrariwise, progressives are more likely to be wary of American power. To put it more bluntly, they are more likely to believe that American power is the problem. If the United States is too strong, they argue, this can be threatening to other countries. Military buildups can lead to unnecessary arms races and cycles of hostility. Given that conflict often results from misunderstanding, perhaps other countries are threatened by aggressive US actions, leading to poor relations. It is this tendency to empathize with US adversaries that led Ronald Reagan’s UN ambassador Jeane Kirkpatrick to lambast Democrats as the “Blame America First” party.48 By voluntarily restraining American power, progressives believe the United States can show goodwill and make the world safer for others. Moreover, the wielding of American power through, for example, sanctions or military strikes harms innocent people. For progressives, not doing harm to others is often more important than advancing American interests.

			When it was revealed that China was engaging in a massive nuclear arms buildup in the summer of 2021, for example, conservatives assessed that Beijing was motivated by a desire to challenge the United States and its allies, and the solution was a corresponding strengthening of America’s nuclear forces.49 Progressives argued that China’s arms buildup was an understandable response to protect itself from American power; they saw the solution as dialogue and arms control.50

			Indeed, national security debates in Washington, DC, often boil down to whether one views international relations theory through the spiral model or the deterrence model. Progressives are more likely to believe in the spiral model theory of international relations. When the United States strengthens its military or uses military force, progressives worry that this might threaten other nations that then need to respond with their own military buildup or retaliate to protect themselves, leading to arms races and unnecessary cycles of hostility.

			Conservatives, on the other hand, are more likely to believe in the deterrence model. They see adversary military buildups or aggression as part of a deliberate strategy to threaten the United States and its allies. A strong American military and judicious applications of American military power, therefore, are necessary to protect the United States and its allies. US arms buildups deter conflict; they do not stoke it.

			International Institutions

			How do conservatives and progressives view international institutions? Institutions are rules prescribing and proscribing acceptable standards of behavior and written down in the formal charters of international organizations, like the United Nations, and in international treaties and agreements, like the Iran nuclear deal.51

			Conservatives tend to view international institutions as a tool like any other. Other instruments of foreign policy, like trade, alliances, sanctions, or military force, are not inherently good or bad. They should be judged according to whether or not they advance US interests. Sometimes working through international institutions and signing treaties can help the United States get what it wants. At other times, the terms of the deal do not advance American interests, and the United States should avoid signing the agreement or pull out if it is already a signatory. Moreover, international rules sometimes constrain American power and sovereignty, which for conservatives is generally undesirable. If the United States needs to use military force to defend itself, for example, it should do so, regardless of what some foreign diplomats think. Why should France (or Russia or China) have a veto over US foreign policy? American interests, not global rules, come first.

			Progressives, on the other hand, believe that all nations, including the United States, should work through multilateral institutions and be constrained by their rules. For progressives, a system in which all countries cooperate within, and are bound by, a similar set of rules is a step toward perfecting the human condition. Progressives tend to see international treaties as evidence of progress, sometimes regardless of the details of the agreements, because they represent adversarial nations cooperating to address shared global challenges. They like international bodies that give all countries a seat at the table, because if all people are fundamentally good, or can be made so, then all countries deserve equal consideration. They are more tolerant than conservatives when the UN Security Council gives autocratic countries guilty of human rights violations, like China and Russia, a vote, just like the United States and France. They believe it would be wrong for the United States to use force against another country in general but especially without a UN Security Council resolution (UNSCR) authorizing the action.

			This fundamental difference can be seen in many intense partisan fights in recent memory, including over the Iran nuclear deal, the Paris climate treaty, the International Criminal Court, and more. In each case, Democrats are more eager to sign on to and comply with global rules. In each case, Republicans were skeptical if they could not see how the agreement benefited the American national interest more narrowly defined.

			American Exceptionalism

			These moral foundations also shape the way America’s major political parties view American exceptionalism. Republicans are more likely to see America as a unique nation with a special, even divinely granted, role in the world. Democrats are more likely to see America as just one country among many others. As President Obama put it, “I believe in American exceptionalism, just as I suspect that the Brits believe in British exceptionalism and the Greeks believe in Greek exceptionalism.”52

			Conservatives are more likely to believe that it is better for the United States to be the world’s most powerful country. Progressives are more likely to believe that the world (and America) would be better off if there were a more equal global distribution of power and if the United States could share global leadership with others. For example, 74 percent of Republicans say the United States should remain the world’s only military superpower, and only 23 percent say it would be “acceptable” for another country to become as militarily powerful as the United States. Progressives are divided. The corresponding numbers for Democrats are 51 percent and 46 percent, respectively.53

			These moral foundations also explain the different orientations behind the isolationist wings in both parties. Conservative isolationists want America to come home because America is too pure for the world. Progressive isolationists want America to come home because the world is too pure for the United States.

			 Progressives are uncomfortable with aspects of US global leadership that seem to come at the expense of fairness. Progressives are more likely to endorse statements like: What gives the United States the right to tell other countries what to do? Why should the United States lecture other countries on their human rights practices when America has problems at home and imperfections in its own history? Is it not hypocritical that the United States possesses nuclear weapons even as it tells Iran to give up its nuclear program? To progressives, these are obvious points of fairness. To conservatives, the answer to these questions is also self-evident but leads to the opposite conclusion. The United States is not just one country among many. It plays a special role in the world and needs to prioritize its own interests.

			Enlightened Self-Interest

			 Conservatives put American interests first, but this is not to say that conservative foreign policy is narrow-minded or isolationist. Past Republican presidents, including Trump and Reagan, pursued an ambitious international agenda. But they did so for different reasons than progressives. Progressives are often internationalists because they want to ameliorate global conditions. Conservatives are internationalists out of an enlightened self-interest. They know that only an active and engaged United States can secure the vital American interests outlined above.

			In the next chapter, we will examine the execution of a progressive American foreign policy in action by reviewing the foreign policy record of the Biden administration.

			
			
		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Biden’s Foreign Policy

			The United States faces a challenging international security environment—perhaps the most dangerous in its history. This is in no small part because China is the most powerful adversary the United States has ever faced. Washington needs a clear foreign policy vision to guide the country in the New Cold War with China.

			Unfortunately, the Biden administration has not delivered. While we have nothing against President Biden or his team personally, we have not been impressed by the results of their foreign policy. The American people are, on balance, less safe today than before Biden took office in January 2021. As this chapter will show, the failings were not idiosyncratic but rather often symptomatic of a progressive orientation to international affairs.

			Biden’s Foreign Policy Record

			Joe Biden has “been wrong on nearly every major foreign policy and national security issue over the past four decades.” So said Robert Gates, respected former defense secretary to both George W. Bush and Barack Obama. When later pressed on this statement, Gates doubled down, saying, “I think he’s gotten a lot wrong.” As evidence, Gates cited Biden’s opposition to Reagan’s military buildup and his opposition to George H.W. Bush’s successful 1990 Gulf War that ousted Sandam Hussein from Kuwait.

			We would add to the list that Biden voted for the 2003 Iraq War, and then later proposed breaking Iraq up into three separate countries. He was among the minority in Obama’s cabinet who opposed the raid to take out Osama Bin Laden. Before taking office, it was not clear that he understood the significance of the China threat, saying “China is going to eat our lunch? Come on, man.” He continued, “they’re not bad folks, folks. But guess what? They’re not competition for us.”

			But, these are backward looking statements. How has Biden performed as president?

			The Multiple Biden Doctrines

			What is the Biden foreign policy doctrine? It is not entirely clear. The foreign policy of the Biden administration has been confusing and inconsistent.

			Biden campaigned on pursuing a “foreign policy for the middle class,” but he never explained what that means.54 It appeared to be little more than a campaign slogan designed to appeal to working-class Trump voters, and, at the time of writing, there has been little follow-through on this agenda since he took office. Indeed, this concept is not even mentioned in the Biden administration’s own NSS, published in October 2022.55 In practice, his economic policies, such as large spending packages, have contributed to high levels of inflation that risk sending the US economy into a recession.

			Another candidate for the Biden doctrine is the idea that the world is at an “inflection point” in a global battle between democracy versus autocracy and that democracies need to demonstrate that they “can still deliver” for their people.56 At one level, this is not a bad bumper sticker to describe the geopolitical cleavage between the United States and its allies in the Free World on one hand and Washington’s revisionist, autocratic adversaries on the other: China, Russia, Iran, and North Korea.

			But bumper stickers do not make for nuanced foreign policies capable of dealing with the real world. America’s concern is not with all autocracies but with aggressive, revisionist autocracies that threaten American interests. Indeed, Biden’s NSS recognizes this and points out that America needs to work with nondemocracies, but the president’s speeches are still laced with refrains to the “fundamental choice…between democracies and autocracies.”57 Some Biden administration officials tell us privately that they think the president is wrong to talk about the world this way, but he is the boss.

			The simplistic rhetoric is a problem because it has a direct, negative impact on US interests. The United States needs to partner with pro-American nondemocracies, like Saudi Arabia, to advance its foreign policy interests. But Biden needlessly alienated this important Middle Eastern partner early in the administration, making it harder to get its cooperation when it was needed later. As a candidate, Biden threatened to make Saudi Arabia a “pariah” state.58 An enlightenment worldview might imagine a perfect world occupied solely by democratic states, but the reality is different. While in office, Biden realized this was a mistake and went to Riyadh to meet Saudi crown prince Mohammed Bin Salman  to patch things up.59 But it was too little, too late, and Americans paid for this mistake. When, in the fall of 2022, for example, Biden asked Riyadh to increase oil production to help ease inflation in the United States, the Saudi monarchy snubbed him. Saudi Arabia cut oil production instead, keeping prices high and hurting the US economy.60

			Moreover, in practice, Biden has often used the democracy versus autocracy rhetoric to advance a partisan domestic political agenda. In the 2022 midterm elections, for example, he argued that the Republican Party is a threat to democracy and that voters who value democracy should cast their ballots for Democrats.61 Ironically, therefore, Biden was essentially arguing that a free and fair election representing the will of the American people was only democratic if the people voted the way he wanted them to.

			A final overarching theme of Biden’s foreign policy is the idea that Biden restored America’s alliances.62 This is usually paired with an explicit criticism that Trump alienated US allies. It is true that many Western European governments prefer Biden to Trump, but the feeling is not universal. Other allies and partners, including America’s close partner Israel, were more comfortable with Trump in the Oval Office.

			Moreover, sometimes America’s allies need tough love. Trump was correct to remind Germany, for example, that Berlin needed to increase defense spending and diversify its energy supply away from Russia.63 In contrast, in the name of restoring relations with allies, Biden gave Berlin a pass, allowing Germany to complete the Nord Stream 2 pipeline, which only deepened the Western alliance’s economic dependence on Russia.64 In February 2022, following Russia’s further invasion of Ukraine, Germany decided to do exactly what Trump had recommended years earlier; it promised to drastically increase defense spending and sever its energy ties with Moscow. Allowing allies to persist in geopolitical mistakes is not doing the ally or the United States any favors.

			Coming down from high-level rhetoric to the daily practice of foreign policy, the Biden administration’s NSS was premised on the notion that Washington would focus on competition with China. To pursue that objective, Biden planned to divest US strategic attention and resources from other regions of the world. He wanted to exit from the war in Afghanistan, put relations with Russia on a “stable and predictable” footing, and quickly reenter the nuclear deal with Iran.65 These bets were mostly based on a progressive optimism that America’s adversaries would agree with America’s reasonable objectives and cooperate.

			The world had other ideas.

			A Say-Do Gap on China

			One of Trump’s greatest accomplishments was making the tough decision to confront China after decades of a failed US engagement policy. Biden, to his credit, has kept this basic orientation in place, but his policies are confusing, and he has not followed through with action, resulting in a dangerous say-do gap.

			Let us begin with the confusing policy. President Biden has said multiple times that the United States would fight if China attacks Taiwan.66 This is the right policy. But his own White House has walked back his statements every time. Who is in charge? What accounts for this confusing disagreement between Biden and his own staff? Is he uninformed, and his staff needs to correct his misstatements? Is he clear what the policy should be, but he cannot control his own staff? Is this some carefully orchestrated master plan to keep the Chinese guessing? No one knows the answer, and everyone, likely including Chinese president Xi, is confused about America’s policy toward Taiwan. This lack of a clear commitment to defend Taiwan is dangerous. It could invite the very Chinese attack that America wants to ward off.

			Perhaps most troubling is Biden’s say-do gap on China. He talks a big game about defending Taiwan, but he is not building the military that would be necessary to do that. Defense experts and politicians on both sides of the aisle believe that the United States must increase defense spending, but, in fiscal year 2022, Biden requested only a 1.6 percent nominal increase, meaning that after inflation, Biden’s request would have actually cut the Pentagon’s budget.67 

			Instead of making China the biggest defense priority, as it should be, the Biden administration has been distracted by the war in Ukraine. Biden is right to help Ukraine defend itself, but not at the expense of America’s more important defense priorities. As China engages in a massive nuclear buildup, many experts believe that Washington should be strengthening its own nuclear deterrent.68 Instead, for ideological reasons, Biden vowed to “reduce the role of nuclear weapons in national security strategy” and cut a nuclear weapon, the sea-launched cruise missile (SLCM-N), demanded by US military leaders.69 Biden’s defense policy for China turns Teddy Roosevelt’s maxim on its head; speak loudly and carry a small stick.

			Biden’s say-do gap also plagues his economic policy with China. For years, China has been stealing intellectual property. For years, American companies have been allowed to sell advanced technologies to China for profit, harming American security.70 To his credit, Biden has taken steps to address this problem, including a sweeping China ban on high-end semiconductors and chip-making equipment.71 But broader and more consistent action is needed. Biden’s Commerce Department continues to wave through exports. In one recent study, it was revealed that more than 90 percent of technology export licenses to China are still granted, including to firms, such as Huawei, known to work closely with China’s defense and intelligence agencies.72 Biden talks tough on China but continues to allow Beijing to tilt the economic playing field to its advantage.

			Consistent with a progressive worldview, the Biden administration is also overly optimistic about the prospects for cooperation with China. Biden’s NSS promises to cooperate with China on global challenges like climate change, public health, and arms control.73 It is difficult if not impossible, however, to confront China in its malign geopolitical objectives and deepen cooperation with China at the same time. Moreover, China is not interested in cooperating with the United States in these areas. Beijing is the world’s largest greenhouse gas emitter, its poor public health practices turned a local COVID-19 outbreak into a global pandemic, and it engages in a massive nuclear buildup while refusing to come to the arms control negotiating table.74 Saying we should cooperate with China to solve global challenges is like saying we should cooperate with arsonists to stop house fires.

			We will articulate a better China strategy in Chapter 6.

			The Afghanistan Withdrawal

			The Biden administration’s chaotic withdrawal from Afghanistan in August 2021 was a national humiliation. There is reasonable debate as to whether the United States should have stayed or remained in Afghanistan, but it is obvious that Biden botched the withdrawal.75

			Biden had promised for months that the withdrawal would be responsible and safe and pushed back on the notion that a Taliban takeover of the country was inevitable.76 Instead, the Afghan government and military collapsed in the face of a Taliban offensive even before US forces had left the country.77 The United States abandoned Bagram Air Base and tens of billions of dollars’ worth of high-end military equipment to the Taliban. US forces were reduced to depending on the Taliban’s good graces to complete the evacuation of US soldiers and diplomats.78 In the rushed evacuation, the Biden administration failed to provide adequate security at Kabul’s airport, creating an opening for ISIS to conduct a devastating terrorist attack that killed sixty Afghans and thirteen US troops.79 Then, in an attempt to prevent follow-on attacks, Biden ordered a drone strike on a van carrying an innocent Afghan family, killing all ten occupants, most of them children.80 For years, Washington had promised loyal Afghans on the ground—people who had served as translators and otherwise aided the US war effort—that they would be protected. Instead, the Biden administration abandoned many of them to the mercy of their new Taliban rulers.81

			With the rise of a new Taliban government in Kabul, Afghanistan has once again become a safe haven for terrorists.82 Biden promised that he would be able to combat terrorism in the country by conducting “over the horizon” drone strikes on terror training camps and suspects.83 But without boots on the ground, the United States lacks access to the kind of actionable intelligence that would make this strategy effective. As a result, the Biden administration has conducted few such strikes since the withdrawal.84
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