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The next President of the United States is going to navigate uncharted foreign policy waters.  Without a map, a compass would come handy.  Where do the compasses of the leading candidates point to?  The American voter, alas, gets little of a clue.  And yet, a new foreign policy doctrine appears on the horizon.

The Cold War used to provide a clear framework for foreign policy.  Islamic terrorism and nuclear proliferation are the new big threats, but many other issues compete for attention.

Moreover, the global landscape of power is increasingly complex.  There are spats with traditional European allies.  There are emerging powers shaping a “multipolar” world: China, Russia, India, Brazil.  Economic and cultural globalization brings in non-state actors: corporations, NGOs.
Foreign Affairs magazine has offered the leading presidential candidates a space to outline their foreign policy platform to manage that complexity.  Their essays provide some clues to the electorate, but also blur an important debate.

First, the clues.  Gut feeling is the most important one.  And it is well in line with party affiliation.  Rudy Giuliani comes across as the most hawkish, followed by both John McCain and Mitt Romney, themselves followed by both Hillary Clinton and Barak Obama, with John Edwards coming across as the most dovish.
Such differences matter, for the next four years will be marked by significant events for which no clear paths have been trodden.  Instinct will be paramount when the time comes to pull the trigger, or not.
The Foreign Affairs essays also provide clues as to where the candidates are going to devote their energies to engage the world pro-actively, from Romney’s emphasis on energy independence to the Democrats’ outbidding each other for a Global Education Fund (Edwards wins).
And then, the great unifier: all candidates agree that they will defend America’s interests while at the same time promote its values.  They unanimously reject the “schools” of foreign policy wonks as “false choices” (Clinton’s words).  
You have heard about them before: the realists, the neo-conservatives, the internationalists.  
Realists say America should pursue its national interests, like other nations do.  They have little time for munificent values. 
Neo-conservatives say America should wield its awesome power to shape the world according to its own values of democracy and capitalism.
Internationalists say America should work with other nations to solve global problems together.
Defending national interests while remaining true to national values and doing it all collaboratively with other nations is the essence of diplomacy, and all our candidates claim a lot of skills in that regard.  And yet… whether our candidates like it or not, they will often face real choices.
Values often do conflict with interests: just think of all the unsavory regimes we help in exchange for their support in the war on terror, from the Saudis to the Somalians.
Likewise, collaboration with other nations is nice but you sometimes need to either go it alone, or accept that nothing gets done – which can be dangerous.

And yet our candidates’ reluctance to embrace any doctrine is quite understandable.  Neo-conservatism went down in flames with Iraq during the (W.) Bush administration.  

Realism is plainly not sexy: try to explain the American public you just don’t give a damn about values.  (Giuliani comes pretty close to that.)

Internationalism dominated the (Bill) Clinton administration.  It was pro-active and successful on the economic front (e.g., NAFTA, IMF management of global financial crises), and less successful on the environmental and human rights fronts (e.g., Kyoto protocol and International Criminal Court treaty signed but not ratified by the Senate).  On security, however, the Clinton years could be summed up in three words: reactive crisis management.  A huge lost opportunity after the Cold War, and hardly a compass to overcome Islamic terrorism.

The candidates (especially the Democrats) talk up internationalist approaches to fight terrorism.  But it is McCain who has the most intriguing idea.

He proposes to create the League of Democracies, a new multilateral body open to democratic governments only that would “act where the United Nations fail to act”, such as stopping the genocide in Darfur, or opening markets to all nations endorsing political and economic freedom.
What McCain proposes is basically a synthesis of neo-conservatism and internationalism.
Like neo-conservatives, McCain insists that spreading democracy across the world is the North of his compass.  He says the next President must be assertive in promoting America’s values despite predictable mutterings from China or Russia, Venezuela or Iran.

Like internationalists, McCain recognizes the importance of collaboration and says that, while the United States should try to persuade its allies, it should also “be ready to be persuaded by them”. 

Giuliani proposes something similar: NATO membership should be offered to nations anywhere in the world provided that they meet “minimum standards of good governance, military readiness, and global responsibility”.
Both McCain and Giuliani are bound to face disappointments.  For even democracies sometimes fail to persuade each other.  
The question of nuclear Iran is looming and is likely to become just as divisive as Iraq was.  The tough choice between neo-conservatism and internationalism will then come back to haunt them: either they will ignore their League of Democracies or NATO allies, or they will accept multilateral paralysis in the face of danger – which would not go well with their hawkish instincts.
And yet the synthesis between neo-conservatism and internationalism is the right doctrine for the 21st century.  However, a League of Democracies or expanded NATO will work only if the United States lets it be truly inclusive of all nations accepting the rules – regardless of how we otherwise perceive them – and truly shares power with its allies.  Eventually, the League of Democracies should itself be run democratically.
As things stand now, countries like China, Russia, India or Brazil have only two options: either pay allegiance to the United States on security matters, or become “strategic competitors”, laying the seeds of new cold wars.  As Iraq showed, even traditional NATO allies no longer accept alliance without voice.
A League of Democracies with real power-sharing would offer a more attractive choice to all democratic but proud nations (which could eventually include China: communism there is unlikely to last forever).
Wouldn’t that be surrendering sovereignty?  In the globalization era, sovereignty is traded daily.  The US government is making compromises with other governments on a range of global public policies, particularly but not exclusively in the economic domain.

In the security area, President Bush boasted “America will never seek a permission slip to defend the security of our country”.  After the Iraq fiasco, the next President may well do just that over Iran: (s)he will think twice before launching a pre-emptive attack without broad international support.
The reality is that diverging foreign policies among allies do undermine all: poor support from allies has increased the US burden in Iraq; but even allies who took no part in the war feel less secure as a result of the mess it created.  
By contrast, a League of Democracies that would pool allies’ sovereignty could act democratically as well as decisively. After a time for mutual persuasion, the League could move to a vote, and all allies would own the majority decision, and accept its consequences.  No go-it-alone fiasco; no multilateral paralysis.
A truly democratic League of Democracies goes beyond what is on the table for 2008.  And yet it is the right vision for the 21st century.  Too bad that it is McCain and Giuliani who propose what could become the decade’s biggest advance of multilateralism, but that it is the Democratic candidates who have the instincts most likely to make it work.
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