Theme Paper for the 59th Annual

Student Conference on United States Affairs (SCUSA 59)

At the United States Military Academy at West Point, New York, 
October 31 – November 3, 2007
Uncertain Future: 
Freedom, Security, and Responsibility
Nearly eighteen years after the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the Cold War, and over five years since the start of the Global War on Terror, the security of the United States and the rest of the world remains as uncertain as ever. Since the founding of the Republic, Americans have debated the proper role of military power to ensure national security.  The catastrophe in the Balkans in the 1990s and subsequent need for American intervention in an ostensibly European problem, the inaction of nearly the entire world in Rwanda in 1994 (including the United States), the attacks of September 11th, and the American military actions in Afghanistan and Iraq have all added to the intensity of the debate.  Contestation over the very identity of the United States is at the core of current assessments of American foreign policy.  The United States is viewed as a benevolent “indispensable nation”
 as a unipole
 or as a self-serving “hyper power.”
  

These divisive assessments appear not only abroad but at home.  Indeed, American elite and popular opinion is increasingly split over the course and purpose of U.S. foreign policy.  Sixty years ago Walter Lippman presciently observed that when a nation “…is divided within itself about the conduct of its foreign relations, it is unable to agree on the determination of its true interest.  It is unable to prepare adequately for war or to safeguard successfully its peace….”

Delegates to the Student Conference on United States Affairs must enter into this debate and work to define – or perhaps redefine – America’s character and identity.  Only when we come to some agreement on the purpose and goals of American power can we effectively craft proposals for U.S. foreign policy, which is the primary work of the conference.  A second important consideration is that although the United States remains the most powerful country in the world – economically, militarily, and culturally – American power is not without limits.  Lippman wisely noted that a successful foreign policy brings commitments and power into balance.  U.S. policymakers must establish appropriate priorities as they envision America’s role in the world.  The challenge for the delegates of SCUSA 59, therefore, will be to identify policy proposals that help the United States, as the world’s sole superpower, to shape a realistic foreign policy agenda that hopefully reflects not only the pursuit of American power but also the advancement of universal principles.
This is no easy task given the extraordinary uncertainties that the United States faces today.  The seeming clarity, purpose, and stability of the Cold War era is only a memory, as is the triumphalism that swept through much of the West after the collapse of communism.  Their place has now been taken by growing unease over how to address environmental problems such as global warming, deforestation, and water pollution.  Equally important, human security remains tenuous in much of the world despite the remarkable economic and technological advances of the twentieth century.  Basic security is often fragile because the political and social institutions in the 21st century, including authoritarian and weak democratic regimes, are often dysfunctional, repressive, or simply ineffective, leading to desperation and often disenchantment with liberal values. Injustice, deprivation, and insecurity have divided many societies against themselves, leading to the rise of violent extremism and the possibility that weapons of mass destruction may be used against the United States, with devastating consequences. 

Perhaps the greatest uncertainty that now confronts the United States is how to manage the war in Iraq, a conflict that has drained much of the will and energy of the United States to address other pressing problems.  Should the United States “cut and run” in Iraq, or will a precipitous or even measured withdrawal from that country lead to even greater violence and instability, both in Iraq and across the region, prompting the United States to intervene again?  At the same time, it is reasonable to ask how much more blood and treasure should the United States expend in Iraq before it changes course. 
To help make sense of the multiple uncertainties that now confront the United States, SCUSA will organize them into three broad categories:  Freedom, Security, and Responsibility. Taken together, these challenges are clearly daunting. But they must be faced if the United States is to exercise its global power and influence with responsibility.      
Freedom
President Bush clearly defines the promotion of freedom as a foreign policy goal of the United States: “The first pillar [of our national security strategy] is promoting freedom, justice, and human dignity – working to end tyranny, to promote effective democracies……. Peace and international stability are most reliably built on a foundation of freedom.”
  Since the terrorist attacks of 9/11 freedom has been “on the march.”  However, many countries that have made important strides towards democracy and expanded political freedoms have also been plagued by violence, instability, poverty, and corruption.  It is important to consider how best to implement the foreign policy goal of promoting freedom and democracy.  What are the proper means to achieve the stated end of expanding freedom and democracy?  Do all countries face the same obstacles and thus require the same solutions?  More fundamentally, how do we define freedom and democracy?        
Fareed Zakaria identifies the dangers of ‘illiberal democracy’, and argues that ‘democracy’ is often erroneously conflated with liberal democracy.
  To properly address the issue of promoting democracy we should analytically separate the modifier “liberal” – which connotes an open press, freedom of speech, freedom of religion, the rule of law – from democracy – that is, the freedom to choose one’s political leaders.  Many countries are “minimalist” democracies in that they allow their citizens to vote, but fall far short of possessing the qualities of liberal democracies.  Numerous polities in Latin America, Africa, and Eurasia reflect this syndrome.  Conversely, some countries are liberal but do not meet the definition of being democratic.  Should the United States concentrate on one or the other aspect of a country’s political system?  In order to promote democracy, should the United States focus on the convocation of elections and the strengthening of civil and political society, or should it help build a sound political infrastructure that includes an effective bureaucracy and impartial courts?  
The “Third Wave” of democratization began in 1974 in Portugal, spread throughout Southern Europe and Latin America, and was then strengthened by the destruction of communism in Eastern Europe and the collapse of the Soviet Union. Yet many of the countries of the Third Wave that initially embraced at least some democratic procedures have retreated into authoritarian practices.  Vladimir Putin’s curtailment of political freedoms in Russia, Nursultan Nazarbayaev’s self-serving constitutional changes in Kazakhstan, Hugo Chavez’s assault on political and civil society in Venezuala, and the 2006 military coup in Thailand demonstrate that not all countries are moving towards the liberal democracy that the United States seeks to promote.  In each of these cases and others, political leaders have justified the rollback (or outright suspension) of democracy as being in the “best interest” of the citizenry and the state, whether that interest is defined as fighting terrorism, establishing economic and political stability, or battling corruption.  The result is often a political system that is neither a liberal democracy nor an outright authoritarian regime.  This trend may deepen and harden, soon resembling the “reverse waves” that followed the first and second “waves” of democratization in the 19th and 20th centuries.
  Or, it could signal the emergence of a fourth wave of ‘quasi-democracies’ – countries that have political systems with some liberal components, and are at least partly democratic.  If so, this political phenomenon may constitute only a partial and perhaps temporary departure from the values of traditional Western democracy, incorporating elements of political freedom but within the cultural and historical experience of the individual country. However, it seems quite likely that such “ersatz” democracies reflect an “authoritarian rebound” as self-regarding elites manipulate elements of democratic practice to shore up their legitimacy and power without allowing authentic pluralism.            
How concerned should the United States be that many states across the globe are not developing the liberal democratic values and institutions that it seeks to promote?  Is it more important that countries first attain significant levels of political and economic development – buttressed by a strong middle class possessing liberal values  – before the United States presses their regimes to adopt democratic reforms?  Or should the Washington press for political change even if target countries have yet to develop a significant constitutency for democratic reform? 
 Some Americans argue that the United States should adopt a less intrusive stance and help spread democracy by putting its own political house in order, thereby leading through example as the “shining beacon of hope” for the rest of the world.  Certainly the problems of implanting democracy in Iraq have led many in the West to question “democracy promotion” and nation-building in any form.  But this position may be too extreme, given the important support that the United States has given to recent democratic successes in Ukraine, Georgia, Kyrgyzstan, Bosnia, and Serbia.  Indeed, some of these struggling and uninstitutionalized democracies may suffer significant reversals if the United States retreats from its already modest levels of assistance.  
Some Americans maintain that the debate over whether the United States should adopt an “activist” policy of democracy promotion – or instead lead simply by example – diverts attention from the fact that the pursuit of Homeland Security in the United States after 9/11 may have weakened American democracy itself.  Although the terrorist attacks on that day unquestionably and perhaps unavoidably changed the way Americans think about national security, criticism is mounting that American liberties are threatened by provisions of the Patriot Act, by the manner in which the current administration has monitored potential terrorism suspects, and by the way it has treated those it apprehends. 
Concern over the possible curtailment of personal freedoms in the wake of 9/11 has joined other, long-standing anxieties over the decay of American democracy.  The debate over Mexican immigration is inextricably linked to the problem of securing U.S. borders.  But some Americans also argue that porous borders and illegal immigration threaten not only America’s physical security but its national political identity because Hispanic immigrants do not fully embrace liberal democratic values.
  The evidence to support this position is hardly conclusive, and the issue of illegal immigration is likely to remain highly emotional and contentious for the foreseeable future.  Less controversial is the argument that civil society in America, which de Tocqueville identified as a vital support for America’s democracy, continues to decline.  Voter turnout remains among the lowest of developed Western democracies, people tend to form fewer voluntary associations, and the well-to-do increasingly isolate themselves in gated communities.
  One negative consequence of these trends is that American society has less will and interest to tackle significant social problems like poverty, income inequality, poor health care and public education, and crime.     

Given the problems of the United States in Iraq and Afghanistan but also the apparent weakening of some liberties at home, how will other countries view U.S. efforts at democratization? Will they reject an “activist,” “intrusive” approach to democracy promotion by the United States as destabilizing and aggrandizing, but also spurn a more ‘passive’ approach that offers the United States as an example of democratic virtue because those countries do not find the American “model” attractive? To what extent do perceptions of American democracy impact the ability of the United States to conduct an effective foreign policy?  How can the spread of anti-Americanism, particularly in the Middle East, be offset by the fact that the United States has forcefully defended in the recent past large Muslim communities in Kosova and Bosnia from predatory regimes, and that the United States is widely acknowledged to embrace and integrate Muslims more willingly and successfully than liberal western Europe?
  
Security
Although the United States is the world’s lone superpower, it faces a host of security challenges.  The attacks of September 11, 2001 revealed in no uncertain terms that despite having peaceful neighbors to its north and south, and vast oceans to its east and west, the American security is initimately linked to people and events thousands of miles away.  Moreover, recent terrorist attacks in the United Kingdom and Spain underlined the possibility of homegrown terrorists from within the United States itself.  The Global War on Terror has been the primary security concern of the United States for the past six years, and will remain so for the foreseeable future.  Given the possibility that terrorists could possibly use weapons of mass destruction against the United States, is Washington justified in its threat assessment and attendant policies? Or has the Bush administration oversimplified, politicized, and inadvertently worsened the security problems of the United States?    
At home, the United States continues to face the threat of terrorism from within.  Although there has been no attack on U.S. soil since 9/11, the terror threat remains very real.  According to the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), a number of attacks have been thwarted, but the details have yet to be disclosed. The foiled attempt of several foreign-born would-be terrorists to attack Fort Dix, New Jersey, in 2007 is one plot that did become public. 
Given the uncertainly of the magnitude of the threat of terrorism at home, the Patriot Act continues to allow the DHS and Justice Department wide latitude in waging the “war on terror” within the United States.  Many argue that far too many personal freedoms and civil liberties have been eroded in the name of fighting terrorism.  Is there a zero-sum trade off between freedom and security?  If not, how does the United States provide for its security while continuing to guarantee basic freedoms?  If a trade-off is inevitable, how do we determine what erosion of individual freedom is acceptable to ensure the country’s security?  And does such erosion diminish the international appeal of American-style democracy and thus adversely affect its ability to win the “battle of ideas”?

Abroad, American efforts have focused on operations in Afghanistan and Iraq.  Despite the recent surge of U.S. troops in Iraq, and the increase in NATO forces in Afghanistan, both countries remain unstable with weak and ineffective democratic institutions.  President Bush argues that it is better to fight the terrorists in Iraq and Afghanistan than in the United States or other western countries.  For this reason and others, the United States remains in Iraq, working against the clock to create conditions in which political compromise is valued more by Iraqi political leaders than continued violence.  Washington realizes that so long as the Government of Iraq believes that it can achieve its interests without authentic political reconciliation, there will be no compromise or progress.  This will only change when each sectarian group in Iraq has access to enough political and economic resources so that no side can be defeated by the others.  Only when this occurs can credible commitments for federal power-sharing take place within the Iraqi parliamentary system.  To this end, the United States continues to build and train Iraqi Security Forces, has expanded its cooperation with Sunni tribal groups against Al Qaida in Iraq (AQI), and has reached out to moderate Shi’i groups in Iraq in order to provide credible alternatives to the militia forces that currently monopolize social, political, and economic power.  

The potential costs of the failure to establish a stable and independent Iraq are clear.  Simply put, the geostrategic location of Iraq makes it central to developments in other areas of the Middle East critical to American interests.  How the United States deals with problems in Iraq will continue to significantly influence our ability to deal with issues such as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, Syria, and Iranian nuclear aspirations  
However, given the enormous cost in American blood and treasure and declining political support, it is not clear how much longer and in what capacity the United States will remain in Iraq.  Moreover, many have argued that America’s foreign military presence and operations, particularly in Iraq, have actually fueled radicalism.  Some data suggests that fighters trained in insurgent tactics in Iraq are beginning to leave for other countries, though it is difficult to obtain an accurate estimate of numbers.
  To what extent are U.S. operations in Iraq and Afghanistan having an adverse effect on the campaign against terror, enabling radicalism to metastasize?  Should the United States continue its operations in Afghanistan and Iraq?  If so, in what manner?  If not, what kind of withdrawal best protects U.S. interests and regional stability?  
President Bush and others also argue that democracy is the strongest antidote to terrorism in the Middle East.  Although consolidated democracies cannot eliminate completely the problem of terrorism, they are more effective than authoritarian regimes in addressing the inequality and disempowerment that help spread support for radical ideologies.  Yet it seems equally true that the process of democratization, particularly in the context of state weakness, can provide a powerful breeding ground for terrorists.  Given these dangers, should the United States press for democratization in the Middle East, particularly Egypt and Saudi Arabia?  If so, how should it proceed – by relying on liberal, secular forces, or by working “through the mosque” and relying on moderate Islamist forces?
Aside from the threat of terrorism, the United States faces other important security challenges, including nuclear proliferation and secure sources of energy.  Despite the protests of the international community as well as efforts at diplomatic engagement, Iran continues its quest for nuclear weapons. Unless and until the United States and the rest of the world find viable, alternative sources of energy, access to oil and natural gas will also remain a security issue.  Furthermore, any aggressive action against Iran could threaten the flow of Persian Gulf oil that travels through the Straits of Hormuz.  
A resurgent Russia continues to use its oil and gas power to blackmail its neighbors and muffle Western criticism of the Kremlin’s repressive domestic policies. How should the United States engage Russia – confront it over its rollback of democratic rights, or seek to engage it as a partner in the war against terror and in the confrontation with Iran over its nuclear program?  Should the United States continue to engage diplomatically with Iran concerning both its pursuit of nuclear weapons and its apparent attempts to further destabilize Iraq?  How should the United States interact with the United Nations and also its traditional allies in dealing with states like Iran and North Korea?  To what extent should the United States increase its reliance on multilateralism in the security realm?  Should the United States signal its renewed commitment to multilateralism by acquiescing on issues of importance to our allies?  For example, Washington has resisted joining the International Criminal Court largely due to the concern that other countries might use this institution as a political tool against the United States, and in particular against American soldiers engaged in various missions across the globe.  Does the United States bear responsibility to join the ICC in order to help prosecute war criminals, or does it bear a greater responsibility to its citizens and soldiers who could potentially be used as political pawns by other countries?  Should the United States set aside its reservations and join the ICC to demonstrate an increased commitment to multilateral cooperation in order to attract international support for U.S. foreign policy priorities?

Halting the spread of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) is another vital security concern.  Although the United States has marshaled considerable resources in support of a global nonproliferation regime, it is unclear how effective it has been over the past decade.  Conspicuous failures of this regime – such as the Khan network in Pakistan – demonstrate how much damage can be done by a few people who have knowledge, influence and access.  How can the United States strengthen counter-proliferation and deter, persuade, and prevent state and non-states actors from acquiring, using, or proliferating WMD?
Responsibility

As the world’s lone superpower, many expect the United States to assume the mantle of responsibility for solving, or at least leading the rest of the world to solve, the most vexing transnational problems.  From global warming and the worldwide fight against HIV/AIDs, to the reduction or elimination of poverty and the prevention of pandemic diseases, many countries look to the United States to take the lead.  The United States is also expected to provide security and stability for globalization, which has created great opportunity but also significant distress in both developed and developing countries.  In those countries which are nascent democracies, the population often depends on the United States to provide material, institutional, and political support to ensure the success of the transition.  Similarly, democratic movements in non-democratic regimes look to and expect the United States to coerce or cajole their authoritarian leaders to enact democratic reforms. 

The emergence of the avian flu (H5N1) in 2003 highlighted how quickly a deadly disease can spread throughout the world.  Originating in Southeast Asia and subsequently spreading across Asia and then to Europe and Africa, by May 2006 there were over 200 human cases resulting in over 120 deaths.
  Human to human infections, particularly HIV, have already had devastating effects on entire countries.  There are nearly forty million people worldwide infected with HIV today, located primarily in Sub-Saharan Africa.
 What responsibility does the United States bear for helping to stem the spread of HIV/AIDs?  What are the security implications of pandemic threats in Africa and other regions?  What is the proper role for the United States in preventing or responding to any outbreak of pandemic disease?  Can the United States provide global leadership on health issues when millions of Americans are still without basic health coverage?  
On the important issue of climate change, the United States continues to resist pressure from the international community to join agreements such as the Kyoto Protocol.  The justification for not signing the Kyoto Protocol is largely economic in nature, reflecting fears that adhering to the requirements of the agreement would have an unacceptably adverse impact on the U.S. economy while exempting developing countries, notably China and India, from these same regulations.  Should the United States take the lead in reducing or slowing global climate change, given that it is the world’s largest consumer of natural resources and emitter of greenhouse gases?
  Or does the U.S. government bear a greater responsibility to the economic welfare of its citizens?  Whatever one thinks of the Kyoto Protocol, it is clear that U.S. dependence on fossil fuels has significant economic but also political consequences.  To take but one example, oil addiction binds the United States to the instabilities of the Middle East and to authoritarian regimes like Saudi Arabia.  Similarly, many states in the European Union are loathe to criticize the rollback of civil and political rights in Russia due to their reliance on Russian gas and oil.  Amid these difficult choices, Washington must also decide how it should respond to the explosion of global energy demand as China and India continue their remarkable economic growth.  More generally, how do natural resource dependencies and reliance on non-renewable resources influence U.S. national security interests?  How might renewable energy systems promote increased energy security?

Half of the world’s population lives on less than $2 a day.
  Not surprisingly, many of the world’s poorest regions are also politically unstable and provide potentially ripe recruitment for would-be terrorists.  The United States contributed $22.7 billion of official development assistance (ODA) in 2006, with more than twenty-five percent going to Iraq and Afghanistan.
  Many of the recipient countries have been receiving aid for several years, yet have comparatively little to show for it.  What is the utility of development aid, and should the United States continue, decrease, or increase its level of giving?  Have development programs failed due to learned helplessness, poor governance based on rapacious interest groups, or perhaps the isolation of the target countries from major economic markets?  Or are the aid policies themselves defective? What is the best approach for wealthy countries to aid the developing world, and what responsibility does the United States bear for leading this effort?

Assisting the world’s poor is not only a moral imperative for many Americans; it may help restore the image of the United States abroad, particularly among traditional allies who have been repelled recently by U.S. unilateralism and policies in the Middle East. Assisting poverty-stricken countries also helps the United States provide for its security in other ways.  If human deprivation breeds support radicalism and terrorism, then attacking the scourge of endemic poverty is a logical front in the war on terror.  Yet given the limits of American power and resources, how much attention can and should the United States devote to this effort? Is such aid, and the exercise of American “soft power” in general, an essential element in restoring the global legitimacy of the United States? 
Moving Forward
Six years after the beginning of the global war on terror, the United States faces a future arguably as uncertain as ever.  Many Americans believe that the greatest security threat remains weapons of mass destruction in the hands of fanatical terrorists.  Declaring “terror” as the enemy by definition means facing an uncertain, elusive, and often ill-defined enemy.  There is also great uncertainty and danger on many other fronts – global climate change, the potential rise of a peer competitor to the United States, weak and failing states, poverty, pandemic disease – to name only a few of the more salient examples.  Not surprisingly, many, perhaps most nations still look to the United States to provide leadership in addressing their – and the planet’s --  most complex and dangerous problems.  Due to its great power, but also to its professed values, the United States indeed bears much responsibility in helping to create a better world .  Yet, despite a relative preponderance of economic and military strength never before seen in history, American power is not without limits.  Delegates to SCUSA 59 must formulate policy proposals that reflect such realities.  To do so, they must first identify and establish priorities, both domestically and internationally, within the context of American core values – human rights, individual freedom, and democracy.       
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