Scusa 58 theme: “Challenges to security: extremism, Resources, and Globalization”

DOMESTIC SOURCES OF INFLUENCE ON FOREIGN POLICY


U.S. hegemony is a reality and it impacts the global community economically, militarily, and culturally.  Never has a country wielded such influence on the world stage.  However, the United States is also witnessing another development spawned from its hegemonic power.  People around the globe, in survey after survey, are expressing negative attitudes toward the United States and especially its foreign policy, in record numbers. (Pew Report)  The war in Iraq, unpopular to begin with, is still a source of contention between the United States and most of its European allies.  The Bush administrations decision to pull out of the Kyoto Protocol and the International Criminal Court is further proof to many of American exceptionalism and a desire not to participate in international institutions.  

However, there are examples where it appears that America is still committed to working within a global framework.  This is evident in both the six-party talks to convince North Korea to give up its nuclear weapons program and the U.S. support of European proposals concerning Iran’s nuclear energy ambitions.  It is evident in U.S. leadership in the World Trade Organization and in the numerous bilateral and multilateral free trade initiatives America has pursued in the last five years.  It was evident in the Balkans and currently in Afghanistan where U.S. forces are working alongside their NATO partners in ISAF. 

Yet, the question remains, will the United States remain engaged internationally?  Based on its national security interests, this answer seems obvious.  However, domestic, economic, and political pressures are putting pressure on the Bush Administration to suppress its appetite for foreign engagement and to focus our scarce resources at home.  Moreover, we are seeing serious issues like HIV in Africa and genocide in Darfur that will require American support and assistance in a global framework if there is a chance to turn these situations around.  So, is American international engagement framework guaranteed?  More importantly, what effect would U.S. absence have on the international order?  


Domestic opinion is a stronger driver of Presidential action than foreign opinion.  Lord George Robertson, former UK Defense Minister and NATO Secretary General said in a speech last year while in Scotland: 
That is leading a lot of Americans, and their parliamentarians facing elections next year, to point to their overseas generosity and deep Iraq involvement at being distractions from domestic priorities.  Where 9/11 forced the US to go outward to reach and destroy the forces which had attacked them, Katrina forces the gaze inwards to the shame of a rich society which lefts its poor and ill to die in the floods.  When I was in Washington I told my American friends that 
to see the full perception of Katrina’s damage you had to see it from outside the US.  The ill concealed pleasure of the Anti-American lobby and the ironic offers of instant help from Fidel Castro and Venezuela’s Hugo Chavez only served to load the world dice against America in trouble. The fact that the decent world rallied immediately to the victims of such an overwhelming disaster somehow gets lost in the noise. 


The theme of SCUSA 58 asks us to look at how the United States confronts challenges to its domestic and international security.  Critical to this discussion is the understanding of how domestic politics and policy can influence and shape how and if America engages with the world.  Therefore, a clear understanding of America’s domestic situations will provide insights into its efforts on the global stage.

American Strategy and Issues in Domestic Politics

In addition to the loss of life last year, Hurricane Katrina wreaked havoc on the Gulf Coast infrastructure and on Americans’ faith in their government.  The public watched in disbelief as their fellow citizens were stranded in the streets, lacking shelter, food, water, and aid.  It renewed the domestic debate on race and poverty in this country, and initially led to calls for more government intervention to help those less fortunate.  So far, the rebuilding and recovery from the hurricane has cost the taxpayers more than $110 billion.  Additionally, the slow federal response to the disaster caused most Americans to question how prepared the government really is to deal with another large-scale terrorist attack.  Have we learned anything about disaster management since September 11th?  Is the United States truly prepared for the next terrorist attack?  Have we put forth enough resources domestically to handle such an attack?  This natural disaster is likely to affect U.S. involvement globally in the near future.

The Global War on Terror has had an enormous impact on domestic politics. It has cost the people of the United States dearly in terms of troops and treasure. The U.S. involvement in Iraq continues with over two thousand six hundred soldiers lives lost and nearly twenty thousand soldiers wounded.  The War on Terror is forecasted by the Congressional Budget Office to cost between $180 billion and $392 billion from 2005-2014.  President Bush has not wavered in his commitment to his Iraq policy of supporting the interim government and training the Iraqi Army and security forces.  Yet, there are signs that the American people will not support this endeavor indefinitely.  Currently, 63% of Americans disapprove of how the president is handling the war in Iraq.  Because of this, there is a growing sense of urgency on the part of the president’s political supporters to fix this problem before the 2008 presidential election.  One can wonder how much longer the United States will stay involved before turning over the responsibility of securing the country to the Iraqi people.

The U.S. economy has improved in many areas over the past two years.  Unemployment is below 5% and tax revenues have increased.  GDP growth remains above 3 - 4% year on year each quarter, dwarfing growth rates in most other industrialized countries, especially in Europe.  Yet, many economists are not ready to say that the United States is fully on the road to recovery.  First of all, and perhaps most importantly, wages for middle-income workers are not keeping pace with productivity gains.  Additionally, the budget deficit is estimated at $318 billion, or 2.3% of GDP (down from 3.6% in 2004).  While this number has shrunk, it still puts pressure on budgetary priorities and potentially on long term interest rates.  We simply cannot afford to fund the full range of domestic programs advocated by both Democrats and Republicans, such as prescription drug benefits for the elderly, education programs, Social Security, and homeland security.  This means that there will be mounting political pressure to cut certain domestic programs popular with American voters and members of Congress, go deeper in debt, or scale back our expectations of the commitments the United States can make in its foreign policy.  An important backdrop to this decision is the increasing public scrutiny since 9/11 of the government’s efforts to provide for homeland security and confront foreign threats.  Finally, current estimates are that the war in Iraq has cost upwards of $312 billion and the overall war on terrorism well over $350 billion.  The President and Congress cannot make these decisions without considering the heightened public sense of vulnerability, which coexists with the public’s demands for a range of domestic government programs.   

There is also the large current account deficit to consider that is adding to domestic political pressures.  The U.S. trade deficit, the difference between the amount of goods and services exported and imported in a given year, rose to $64.8 billion in June (a $7 billion increase from last year).  This means that America is importing more than we export and that puts pressure on the President from elected officials that represent states that depend on the export industries.  Additionally, because Americans are not saving enough, the United States is borrowing from other countries to finance all of this consumption.  While this may not impact domestic politics yet, there are long term concerns about the effects of being overly dependent on foreign countries to buy and hold U.S. debt.

A related political issue involves the looming crises posed by Social Security and Medicare.  With a decrease in the worker-to-retiree ratio, the Social Security trust fund will have more outlays than revenue by 2040… and a solution has escaped the current Congress.  It opposed the president’s plan for privatization, and for the members of Congress…neither raising taxes nor cutting benefits appear to be viable political choices either.  The economic drain presented by Social Security though is dwarfed by the impending economic costs of Medicare.  The government needs more money to fully fund these social services.  Will the American people demand that their taxes fund these programs before our military interventions throughout the world?  Opponents of President Bush’s tax cuts have claimed that they will only deny the government needed funds to meet these obligations, while producing no real benefits to the economy.  Moreover, the critics contend, the tax cuts primarily benefit wealthy Americans, and do little to help middle and lower class citizens who are suffering the most from stagnant wages and cuts in government services.  


In addition to these issues, this roundtable should consider taking up such social-political topics as how the liberal democratic character of the United States might affect the way we resolve the question of pursuing national interests while meeting international obligations; how the general sense of fear and insecurity after 9/11 coupled with our perceived inadequate response federally to Katrina may be affecting opinions on foreign policy choices.  The roundtable could also take up the question of how we should define the term “national interest” itself, and the degree to which domestic and personal interests enter the debate on exactly what the United States should pursue through its foreign policy.
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