The next President must not forget America's old allies 

The US will remain central in solving the world's problems whoever wins on November 6
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The third American presidential debate between President Obama and Mitt Romney was presented as the “decider” after the President blew the first debate and made a spirited comeback in the second. In truth, the vast majority of Americans have already “decided”.

Bar a massive gaffe, the debate was always likely to be more important for campaign mood music than a decisive breakthrough.

But the debate is important in another way. Unlike the first two, it is devoted to a single topic: foreign policy. And while the polls suggest Americans don’t care about it that much, for the rest of the world, American foreign policy, with its mixture of enormous military power and prickly domestic sensitivities, can be the difference between peace and war, prosperity and poverty.

In 2008, President Obama inherited an in-tray from hell, from the ruins of Iraq to the unfolding tragedy of Afghanistan. He has been calm in his decision- making, focused on the threat from al Qaeda, strategic in his “pivot” towards Asia, and patient in dealing with Europe.

Foreign policy is meant to be about encouraging your allies and disconcerting your foes. Mitt Romney’s comments about the London Olympics did the opposite. But that was an accident, not a strategic shift.

When I met him last year, Romney previewed a mindset that has named Russia “the number one geopolitical foe”, identified Israel as the front line in a new Cold War against radical Islam (lumping Iran in with al Qaeda), and signalled a big boost to defence spending at a time of radical cuts elsewhere. I don’t agree with these ideas but you can see where he is coming from.

The President is the first Democrat in generations to go into an election with a lead on foreign policy — an achievement in itself. But America’s popularity ratings around the Muslim world are dire, China’s rise is reshaping the world, and US military might cannot kill off the Taliban in Afghanistan.

The US remains a remarkable engine of economic innovation and social progress. But the world has changed.  And the next president faces some very tough tests: the Iranian nuclear programme, ending the war in Afghanistan and reviving global trade and economic co-operation are just three examples.

So the US needs an Educator-in-Chief not just a Commander-in-Chief — an Educator-in-Chief who can set out America’s global role in a changed and changing world. Here are six lessons they need to set out.

First, the rise of China is an opportunity, not a threat. It has been depressing to hear both candidates telling the public that China is America’s economic problem. I can see it is annoying that the Chinese are building iPads as well as buying them, but China is a big new player — and a big new market.

Every year 50 million people in Asia join the global middle class (earning $6,000-$18,000 a year). This is a success for the commitment over decades to opening up trade — the West’s economic renewal will not come from fighting these trends but riding the wave.

Second, “Islamist” is not a term of abuse. Some people in the Muslim world abuse their religion to fight global jihad. But the first enemy of most Islamists is their own government.

Democratic politics is coming to the Muslim world. I was in Pakistan 10 days ago and its civilian government is the first to survive without a military coup.

It is crazy to lump together Turkey with Egypt with Iran with al Qaeda. All call themselves Islamist but mean very different things. And it is far, far better for President Morsi of Egypt to be taking on the radical Salafists (a different puritanical branch of Islamism) than for the West to be doing so.

Third, there is less bang for every military buck. The Cold War was defined by inter-state rivalry. Most of the world was in one bloc or another. And the arms race helped bankrupt the Soviet Union. It was expensive, but straightforward.

Today, the threat is less about invasion of the homeland and more about ungoverned space and unstable states. It is about cyber-warfare, not actual warfare. That is why smart defence is about diplomacy and development.

Fourth, hypocrisy is the cardinal sin in international relations. In an increasingly open society, countries as well as people are tested by the match between words and deeds. In diplomacy, you get found out if you say one thing and do another.

The US cannot talk about the responsibilities of others unless it shoulders its own responsibilities. Its call for others to respect international law will be dismissed unless it calls on Israel to stop building illegal settlements on Palestinian land. It cannot get others to tackle imbalances in the global economy unless it sorts out its own deficit which contributes to the imbalances.

Fifth, America remains indispensable to solving the world’s problems, but others have a veto too. From nuclear proliferation to climate change to global hunger, the world’s problems need an engaged America. But the shift in economic power from West to East means that others are becoming indispensable too — and they can afford to say no.

Sixth, don’t give up on the old allies. Europe is in for a tough few years. But the wrong-headed austerity that is the quicksand for European economies (in contrast to the US) will play itself out. Europe remains the world’s largest richest single market. And countries across the Atlantic divide have a massive shared interest in standing up for accountable government, open societies and international responsibility.

In the summer and autumn of 2008 I wanted an Obama win. However, it was my business to meet Republican candidate John McCain and prepare for his election too and the current government will be trying to cover all bases. But the first law of modern politics is that every government lives in coalition with its own people. And it’s time for America’s leaders to level with its own people.
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