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			Book Presentation: The Frugal Superpower by Michael Mandelbaum

			Book Abstract

			When President Barack Obama announced the dispatch of 30,000 additional troops to Afghanistan on December 1, 2009, the forty-fourth American president placed limits on the duration of their stay and the mission they would be carrying out. He made it clear the reason for these limits was that America could not afford to do more. This marks a sharp and monumental break with the pattern American presidents have followed continuously since the time Franklin D. Roosevelt, the thirty-fifth president, took the United States into World War II. For the first time, it was openly acknowledged America faces economic constraints on its foreign policy. As President Obama noted: “More than any other nation, the United States of America has underwritten global security for six decades.” Now that America is acknowledging it will be able to spend less in the years ahead, it will be able to do less to underpin global security. Exactly what the United States will and will not do will become the most important issue in international relations in the years ahead.

			About the Author

			Michael Mandelbaum is the Christian A. Herter Professor of American Foreign Policy; Director of the American Foreign Policy Program at Johns Hopkins, SAIS. He is a former faculty member at Harvard University, Columbia University and the U.S. Naval Academy; his Ph.D. in political science came from Harvard University. He is the author of twelve books including The Dawn of Peace in Europe, The Global Rivals, Democracy’s Good Name, The Case for Goliath and The Fate of Nations.

		

	
		
			Summary of The Frugal Superpower (Michael Mandelbaum)

			The Tyranny of Numbers

			On September 15, 2008, the New York based international investment bank Lehman Brothers collapsed, creating a panic in the nation’s financial system and deepening what was already a serious global economic downturn. The Federal Reserve Board responded by offering loans to institutions and Congress appropriated an initial $750 billion and then a further $780 billion which could be used by Treasury to buy bad loans and then to try and stimulate the economy through various means. All of the money allocated was to be raised by borrowing rather than by taxing the American people meaning the United States faces at a minimum annual deficits of $1 trillion every year for the next decade. These will add to the cumulative national debt which stood at around $9 trillion in 2009.

			While debt is admittedly the fuel on which modern economies run, there are three features of America’s growing national debt which can impact on its foreign policy:

			
					Much of what the United Stateshas borrowed has gone to consumption rather than investmentfor the future.

					The majority of this borrowing has been from China and other countries.

					As debt rises, it is tempting to print more money which leads to inflation, more debt and recession.

			

			Admittedly, the United States has encountered and overcome greater problems in the past without seriously impacting on or impairing its foreign policies to any degree but in this particular case, America faces a “smoking gun” lurking in the background – entitlements for the nation’s older citizens. Social security and Medicare (and Medicaid for indigent people) now command 40 percent of the federal budget. In 2008, Government-supplied pensions and health care constituted about 4 percent of total American output. It is projected by 2050, they will account for 18 percent of everything the United States produces. The natural and obvious conclusion is whatever is spent on meeting these entitlements will be money which cannot be applied to servicing the national debt, nor can it be spent on foreign policy.

			This impending and unavoidable growth in entitlements will fundamentally and profoundly transform public life in the United States and therefore the nation’s foreign policy. The simple fact is 77 million Americans were born between 1946 and 1964. The Congressional Budget Office projects the total cost of the unfunded obligations to these people will conservatively exceed $52 trillion – almost four times the output of the American economy in 2008. The United States is certainly not the only nation which will need to cope with the consequences of an aging society but it will affect the nation disproportionately in two obvious ways:

			
					The United States has historically conducted a more expansive foreign policy than any other nation. It has shouldered greater global responsibilities than anyone else. Therefore, any changes the United States is forced to make in its foreign policy due to economic constraints will be felt around the globe. That will mean what the U.S. does will be driven more by what can be afforded than on the basis of what is right. For the first time in many generations, cost will dictate American foreign policy.

					Income and wealth is more unevenly distributed in the United States than in any other nation for various complicated and controversial reasons. This inequality is likely to accelerate in the years ahead and will generate even more political pressure for the nation’s leaders to focus on domestic rather than international issues. These pressures will ramp up appreciably when political leaders are inevitably forced to make modifications to the entitlement programs in the future.

			

			The federal government always operates within the limits of a broad public consensus about what is desirable and feasible for the United States to achieve with its foreign policy. Those limits are about to be redrawn thanks to the economic crisis of 2008 and the changing demographics of the nation’s workforce. The defining mood of foreign policy in the United States in the second decade of the twenty-first century will most certainly be “less” rather than the “more” philosophy which has been in place for the past seven decades.

			The Novelty of Scarcity

			The history of American foreign policy has always been based on a theme of expansion ever since the founding of the republic. Since World War II, the American military has been viewed as a global enterprise where the United States has repeatedly shown its willingness to confront a powerful adversary which threatens to disrupt or dominate the international order. The nation’s foreign policy has generally been analyzed in terms of whether or not it tilts the balance of power in U.S. favor or towards another country. Only America has had the reach and resources to monitor and, if necessary, influence events anywhere in the world. This ability has been based on a substantial and well-equipped standing military force, a large American diplomatic corps, the several agencies which gather intelligence abroad and a far-flung system of alliances including American military bases located in allied countries.

			The United States has not had to directly confront a powerful, hostile and aggressive adversary since the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. Thus, America has been able to spend less on its defense budget since 1991, although the United States does continue to spend more than any other country in the world. This has happened even though America’s armed forces have been deployed more frequently for humanitarian interventions (protecting non-Americans from their own governments), bringing democratic government to foreign countries, responding to terrorist attacks, and also waging a preventative war to protect America interests from potential threats.

			In short, American foreign policy has historically played a significant role in how the world operates. The imminent reversal of America’s expansive foreign policy which will be forced upon the nation by harsh economic realities in the coming decades will therefore have two obvious and inevitable consequences:

			
					America’s unique global role as the de facto world’s government will be diluted in the years ahead. We will still be influential because the American economy will remain the world’s largest for some time to come and America’s military forces will still be the world’s most powerful for the foreseeable future but pressure for the United States to intervene whenever problems arise will inevitably abate. That’s not necessarily a bad thing.

					No other country will, in the foreseeable future, rise to challenge America’s global leadership role. The European Union will be busy working through the same issue facing the United States of an aging workforce’s entitlements. China, despite having the world’s largest population and fastest-growing economy, will still be a poor country in terms of per capita income for many decades to come. While at some point in the twenty-first century China’s economy will surpass that of the United States, this will not automatically generate a rapid expansion in China’s influence on the world stage.

			

			The reality is while the United States will have fewer resources for foreign policy, other countries will not necessarily have more. America will be able to do less compared to what it could afford in the past and the central challenge of American foreign policy will be to preserve as much of the vital governmental services the United States supplies to the world as possible. America helps keep order through its security commitments. The United States has always taken a lead role in stopping the spread of nuclear weapons to organizations which could wield them in dangerous ways. American military might is used to patrol and safeguard the world’s most important trade routes. U.S. armed forces have been used to try and ensure a measure of political stability in the region with the world’s largest reserves of readily accessible petroleum. The American dollar is widely used as the currency of global trade. The challenge for America is to keep doing these things on a much reduced budget. This will only be feasible if some responsibilities are discarded so as to focus resources in other areas or if some of the burden of furnishing what are quasi-global services can be shared with other countries.

			Adaption to Scarcity

			While it may sound counterintuitive to some degree, adapting to scarcity will generate some benefits for U.S. foreign policy. In particular scarcity of funding may in fact make the United States less susceptible to serious errors in judgement like:

			
					The misguided and dangerous decision to expand the North American Treaty Organization in the mid-1990s by the Clinton administration. This has resulted in Russian resentment and opposition to American initiatives including stopping Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons. The ongoing Russian discontent has proven to be very costly for the United States.

					The obviously disastrous ineptitude with which the Bush administration conducted the occupation of Iraq in 2003 and its equally incompetent nation building exercise. At a cost of three trillion dollars, more than 4,000 American lives and over 100,000 Iraqi civilian’s lives, it has become clear America had no real strategy for how to deal with Iraq post occupation.

			

			With less funding being available being available in the future, perhaps foreign policy will be better thought out and executed. This won’t necessarily be a bad thing. It is to be hoped prudence and sound judgement will replace the carelessness which seems to have arisen as a result of the huge disparity between the power of the United States and that of all other countries in these particular situations.

			The big three economic services the United States provides for the world are:

			
					Furnishing the currency which is widely used as a reserve and for international transactions.

					Acting as the largest supplier in the world for economic demand through its mass consumer markets.

					Ensuring a secure framework for cross-border economic transactions to occur.

			

			In the coming era of economic constraints, it is likely the US dollar will retain its place as the preferred currency of global trade mainly because the alternatives are much less satisfactory. The United States will no longer, however, be able to act as the world’s chief consumer because this depends on the accumulation of more household debt which is becoming increasingly out of favor. As for America keeping order, this will be dependant on how much Americans are willing to spend on defense in the future. That very much remains to be seen.

			In an ideal world, America would be able to reduce its foreign policy costs by securing the help and cooperation of other countries. That’s unlikely to materialize. Other countries will be reluctant to step in and fill the gaps which may be generated by America’s future economic constraints. The most obvious candidates for this would be the European Union or Japan. Japan has such severe constraints on the military operations the country can carry out that it has little or no credibility on the world stage. And despite Europe’s size and wealth, it has a very modest and declining military force which the Europeans have been reluctant to use to date. So it becomes clear the United States will still have major if not exclusive responsibility to provide reassurance, thwart nuclear proliferation and furnish security for international economic activities. America will just have to learn how to carry out those responsibilities using fewer resources than in the past.

			In addition to being more judicious about what it attempts, a lot of America’s future foreign policy will be determined by the nature of the challenges the nation ultimately is called on to face. That will depend on the foreign policies of the planet’s two large, nuclear armed nations: China and Russia. The fact both are former orthodox communist nations is incidental. It is what they decide to do from this point onwards which will be of great interest and concern.

			The Return of Great Power Politics?

			If America gets drawn into a major war, this will have serious consequences for our foreign policy. The only two countries which could realistically do that would be Russia or China. Therefore, their foreign policies will shape international relations in the coming decades and dictate, to a large degree, the foreign policy the United States adopts in order to respond.

			So what are the key issues which will shape their respective foreign policies?

			CHINA

			China officially states it is dedicated to its

			
			RUSSIA

			
			
			
			
			The Heart of Geopolitics

			
			
			
			
					Bring about a comprehensive Arab-Israeli peace – which has been actively attempted with American mediation since Israel’s 1973 war against Egypt and Syria. Despite the best and often intensive efforts of seven presidential administrations and countless numbers of American diplomats, Arab-Israeli peace has been impossible to achieve. The Arabs simply cannot accept the Jews are entitled to their own sovereign state within the region and the Jews cannot and will not vanish into thin air. Furthermore, even if peace were to be brokered between the Arabs and the Jews, there are still many other historical Middle East conflicts which would continue to make the region unstable.

					Promote the benefits of democracy to all the nations in the Middle East – which was the approach to transforming the Middle East attempted under the administration of George W. Bush. Admittedly, this approach only came to the fore when the United States attacked Iraq in order to depose Saddam Hussein for reasons which had nothing to do with democracy but having done so, it was then decided promoting democracy in the region would be good to do. The problem with this turned out to be the Arab governments soon showed they were prepared to turn their guns on their own people in order to retain power. Democracy also requires freedom of speech and the protection of economic, religious and political freedoms. None of these are sufficiently embedded within the societies of the Middle East nations for democracy to take root and spread.

					Reduce American consumption of oil – which is the most obvious and most realistic way the United States can lower its foreign policy costs in the Middle East. The logic here is simple. A major reduction in American consumption of oil would reduce the global price of the commodity, lower the need for the United States to protect the oil supply chain using military power and it would also have the added benefit of reducing the amount of money which would flow into the coffers of radical groups in the Middle East. Reducing the oil income of the Islamic Republic would make it less likely they will be able to acquire nuclear weapons and a fleet of missiles to deliver them to distant lands. Restricting Iran’s oil revenues would undermine the regime’s stability inside the nation. It would also reduce the flow of weapons and funding to terrorist organizations such as Hamas in the Gaza Strip and Hezbollah in Lebanon.

			

			
			
					It would help ease a potential source of friction with China as competition heats up in the future for access to a declining supply of oil.

					The less important oil becomes for the world’s energy needs, the less pressure there will be to assign national resources to ensure the supply of it.

					As the role of oil in the American and ideally also the Chinese and global economies is reduced, it would enhance the prospects for democracy and for democratically inspired peaceful foreign policies. Oil-rich countries tend not to have free-market economies and the temptation is high for the oil revenues to be used to prop up nonelected regimes. Once deprived of oil revenue, these countries would be forced to earn their way in the world by developing effective free-market economies.

			

			
			
			
			
			Conclusion
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