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Secure America’s 
Interests and Advance 
Liberty in the World

Despite the grave fiscal challenge we face, we 

must remain vigilant in a dangerous world, de-

fending ourselves, securing our independence, and 

strengthening the cause of liberty. 

In the realm of national defense, the current Administration has pursued a 
policy of managed decline, significantly reducing our military’s operational ca-
pacity. At the root of this strategy is deep pessimism about America and its role 
in the world. Such doubts about America’s purpose and liberty’s obligations 
undermine America’s security and leadership in the world.

Without American leadership, the world is a more dangerous place for Ameri-
cans, and the cause of freedom is imperiled. Transnational terrorism, rampant 
anti-Americanism, unaccountable international institutions, nuclear prolif-
eration, and regional conflict all represent threats to our security, our liberties, 
our prosperity, and our principles. The ability of rogue nations and hostile 
non-state actors to use weapons of mass destruction against the United States 
creates a new and compelling reason for America to defend itself actively. A 
weak America, at home or abroad, endangers the peaceful and productive 
future of this country, as well as that of its friends and allies.

The United States must have the will and the means to stay involved in the 
world, not only to protect the nation and its citizens from freedom’s adver-
saries, but also to defend its principles, policies, and vital interests wherever 
they may be threatened. Because our guiding principles have universal mean-
ing, the United States has a special role in upholding the cause of liberty. This 
responsibility, of course, does not imply a duty to end tyranny everywhere or 
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to spread the ideas of liberty by waging wars that are detrimental to America’s 
interests and security, but it does mean that America cannot be indifferent 
to the fate of liberty. In the course of defending its policies and interests, the 
United States welcomes legitimate opportunities to support the principles and 
practice of liberty in the world.

The United States is indeed an exceptional nation, conceived in liberty and 
committed to the cause of constitutional self-government. America’s foreign 
and defense policies must reflect these principles. Anything less would be to 
deny our own birthright and undermine our moral standing in the world.

GUIDING PRINCIPLES

■■ Protect America’s vital national interests. Just as it is naïve to think 
that we can rid the world of tyranny and remake other nations in our image, 
it is foolish to claim that we can ignore threats to our sovereignty and inde-
pendence. The course consistent with constitutional government, under 
which elected leaders have an obligation to act in the best interests of the 
people they represent and on whose behalf they exercise power, is to defend 
America’s vital national interests in the light of its principles, maintaining 
the United States’ freedom of action while upholding liberty.

■■ Sovereignty should be at the center of our nation’s policies toward 
the world. As opposed to the dangerous argument of postnationalists that 
we are merely “citizens of the world,” sovereignty demands that we not only 
defend our nation and advance its principles and interests, but also uphold 
and respect the rightful claim of other legitimate governments to sovereign 
status. We should never allow policies undertaken to protect America to 
be subject to the approval of international organizations or other nations. 
Likewise, the United States must reject outright the claims of any interna-
tional groups, organizations, or courts that claim jurisdiction over our legal 
system or subvert the Constitution of the United States.

■■ Liberty is America’s cause. At the heart of the claim of American excep-
tionalism lies the universal principle that all human beings are born free 
and equal and are endowed with certain fundamental rights. In a world that 
for the most part either rejects these truths or ignores them, the United 
States should encourage the recognition of individual rights and the institu-
tions of constitutional government to protect those rights. Defending lib-
erty should be an organizing principle for the nation’s actions, alliances, and 
agreements. America’s role as leader of the free world will not endure unless 
others know that the United States stands for liberty and justice for all.
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Secure America’s Interests and Advance Liberty in the World

■■ Advance economic freedom. Free trade policies create economic dyna-
mism, which engenders continual innovation and leads to better products, 
lower prices, new markets, greater investment, and more jobs. Countries 
that have the lowest trade barriers also have the strongest economies, the 
lowest poverty rates, and the highest average levels of per-capita income. 
As explained in the Index of Economic Freedom, published annually by The 
Heritage Foundation and The Wall Street Journal, economies with broad 
levels of economic freedom also tend to embrace political liberty and the 
rule of law—two essential ingredients of international peace and stability.

■■ Conviction matters. A confident defense of America’s principles is a 
reaffirmation of what we hold to be self-evident. Rather than apologize for 
our ideas, the way to prevail in the ideological challenges against us, from 
radical Islamic terrorism to resurgent transnationalism and other anti-
American forces, is to explain and advocate America’s principles and unique 
concept of ordered liberty. We should promote these ideas not only as good 
and just in and of themselves, but also as a signal to other nations about 
what we believe as a nation.

Sources: The Heritage Foundation, 2012 Index of Economic Freedom, http://www.heritage.org/index, 
and 2011 Legatum Prosperity Index.
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THE WAY FORWARD

■■ Maintain the fight against terrorism. The war on terrorism is not over. 
America must continue to adapt to ever-changing terrorist threats by pre-
serving existing counterterrorism and intelligence tools, holding countries 
accountable for their support of terrorists, and addressing the threat posed 
by state-sponsored terrorism.

■■ Remain vigilant in dealing with strategic threats. A policy of engage-
ment which assumes that the United States must appease the anxieties of 
dictatorial states and international institutions does not work. Iran, Russia, 
China, and North Korea all have become more aggressive in the past four 
years. Pushing back against the Iranian regime is the only way to counter 
Tehran’s quest for regional dominance and weaken the regime’s hold on its 
people. The U.S. should not only pursue tough sanctions and other actions 
to prevent Iran from obtaining nuclear weapons, but also rally international 
condemnation of Iran’s human rights abuses.

■■ In addition, we must lead the effort to fully implement U.N. sanctions 
and prevent North Korea from procuring or exporting any component of 
a weapon of mass destruction. America must remain economically en-
gaged with China and encourage free-market cooperation but also develop 
and maintain a strong, comprehensive response to bad Chinese behavior, 
forge and maintain closer relations with the other nations in East Asia, and 
maintain a strong U.S. military presence in the region. Likewise, the United 
States should neither tolerate Russian geopolitical mischief nor shy away 
from articulating its priorities and values to Russia.

■■ Reduce U.S. trade barriers and pursue new trade and investment 
agreements. Lowering U.S. tariffs promotes mutually beneficial trade and 
growth, and such policies should be expanded to include more categories of 
imports and extended on a long-term basis. Now that the free trade agree-
ments with Colombia, Panama, and South Korea have finally been conclud-
ed, the United States should pursue new economic opportunities through 
the Trans-Pacific Partnership and exploration of free trade agreements 
with groups of countries in Europe and Latin America.

■■ Re-evaluate foreign aid. Congress and the Obama Administration should 
re-evaluate all U.S. assistance programs. Traditional development assistance 
relies on a government-to-government model that tends to promote statist 
approaches that increase control of the market by those in power, create dis-
tortions in the economy and new opportunities for corruption, and reinforce 
policies that undermine U.S. interests. Genuine and lasting development 
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comes from private sector–led economic growth through trade and invest-
ment, strong protection of property rights, and the rule of law.

Therefore, USAID and State Department funding for development as-
sistance to Europe, Eurasia, and Central Asia should be phased out, along 
with other legacy programs such as the Capital Investment Fund, Complex 
Crises Fund, and Development Credit Authority. In the meantime, aid 
should be channeled through more modern and focused delivery systems 
such as the Millennium Challenge Corporation, using a model that encour-
ages the rule of law and economic freedom. In general, the U.S. should seek 
to expand economic relations with large and friendly emerging economies 
through free trade agreements and other trade deals.

■■ Revive public diplomacy to promote liberty. Public diplomacy—in the 
form of communications and activities by the United States government—
teaches international audiences about America’s ideas and political culture. 
As we defend America’s interests in the world, for instance, we must also 
promote religious liberty in the Middle East, democracy and the rule of law 
in Russia and the post-Communist world, national sovereignty in Europe, 
and government by popular consent everywhere. This goes beyond public 
relations or an explanation of specific policies to other nations. Public di-
plomacy must have real, substantive content, be informed by our principles, 
be shaped by our experience of constitutional government, and be opera-
tionally structured to circumvent bureaucratic barriers.

■■ Avoid agreements that do not serve America. The United States must 
be very careful not to sign any treaty or obligation that undermines its 
interests, regardless of the level of international support. The treaties and 
conventions favored by the Obama Administration—including the ratified 
“New START” treaty on nuclear weapons with Russia and as-yet-unratified 
pacts including the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UN-
CLOS or LOST); the U.N. Convention on the Rights of the Child; the Con-
vention on Persons with Disabilities; the Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women; and the Comprehensive 
Nuclear Test Ban Treaty (CTBT)—undermine U.S. sovereignty and inter-
ests. The United States should participate in negotiations on treaties and 
in international institutions as appropriate, but that participation should 
always be understood as a means to an end and not as an end in itself.

■■ Undertake responsible arms control. Instead of focusing on Cold War–
style arms control, the United States should adopt a defensive strategic pos-
ture based on a “protect and defend” strategy that would employ offensive 
and defensive forces, both conventional and nuclear, to defeat any strategic 
attack on the U.S. and its allies. Such a strategy would offer opportunities for 

Secure America’s Interests and Advance Liberty in the World
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mutually beneficial cooperation with Russia and allow the U.S. and Russia 
to reduce their operationally deployed strategic nuclear warheads without 
constraining missile defenses.

■■ Insist on significant U.N. reforms. Created in 1945 to maintain interna-
tional security and promote basic human rights, the United Nations has often 
failed to fulfill its primary responsibilities. Continued failure to implement 
reform of the U.N. system is particularly disturbing for the United States, 
which is the U.N.’s largest financial contributor. The U.S. must use the tools 
available, including financial withholding, to bring bold reforms to the U.N. 
These reforms include shifting toward voluntary funding of international 
organizations to support activities the U.S. deems worthwhile and defund-
ing those it does not deem worthwhile; unfettered member-state access to all 
audits, internal documents, and other relevant information on the U.N. and 
its agencies; increased internal oversight and accountability; a reconstituted 
Mandate Review to eliminate outdated, irrelevant, or duplicative activities; 
fewer U.N. peace enforcement operations, which generally have been unsuc-
cessful; and real efforts to improve the capacity of the U.N. and member states 
to investigate allegations of corruption and inappropriate behavior.

■■ Strengthen alliances and re-evaluate international organizations. In-
ternational partnerships will fall short if the countries with which we align 
share neither our values nor our goals. The problem is that many of the in-
stitutions created in the aftermath of World War II are outdated and unable 
to respond to today’s challenges. The United States must honestly reassess 
its participation in international organizations to determine whether such 
organizations work as they were intended, whether their mission is focused 
and attainable, and whether they advance U.S. interests. This should include 
an end to funding for those, including the U.N. Human Rights Council, that 
are irredeemably ineffective or work against U.S. interests. As an alternative 
and in order to spur economic development, respect for human rights, and 
protect our nation’s security, the U.S. should take the lead in creating new 
and more effective arrangements that will enhance strong bilateral coop-
eration among like-minded nations.

■■ Review pending treaties. Under the Constitution, treaties are concluded 
by presidential signature, followed by the advice and consent of the United 
States Senate. Customary international law, however, requires that the U.S. 
refrain from acts that defeat the “object and purpose” of a treaty that it has 
signed, even if the Senate has not ratified it. There are many treaties and 
agreements in this limbo category that nevertheless bind the United States. 
This problem needs to be resolved because in some important cases (such 
as the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty), it is not in the U.S. national interest 
either to be bound by or to ratify the pending treaty.
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GETTING THE 
MESSAGE OUT

T
he Moscow bureau [of Radio Liberty] no longer exists,” fired 

journalist Mumin Shakirov says. This broadcaster, funded by 

the U.S. government, has spent decades providing accurate 

information to listeners behind the old Iron Curtain.

During the bad old days of the Cold War, Americans wouldn’t have 

been surprised to read that a group of Moscow-based journalists 

had been locked out of their offices, escorted to an official’s desk, 

and compelled to sign away their jobs. But this happened not in the 

U.S.S.R., but in modern-day Russia, and it was the U.S. government 

that did the firing.

This action against the journalists by the management of Radio 

Liberty/Radio Free Europe (RL/RFE), a U.S.-funded international 

broadcaster, reflects terribly on the U.S. as a nation that respects 

human rights and free expression. The Broadcasting Board of Gov-

ernors should reverse the firings without delay and issue a strong 

reprimand to the leadership of RL/RFE. Our leaders should also ex-

plain that the U.S. will continue its decades-long support for human 

rights in Russia and all around the world.
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This paper is a chapter excerpt from America’s Opportunity for All, an optimistic policy 
agenda produced by The Heritage Foundation. From affordable energy and economic 
growth to welfare reform and our role in the world, America’s Opportunity for All 
explains the challenges facing our nation, highlights the principles that should guide our 
thinking in how to fix them, and provides commonsense policy solutions that are proven 
to work. To view the full product, go to heritage.org/Opportunity.


