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OBAMA'S FOREIGN POLICY LEGACY:
AMERICAN ASSESSMENTS
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Belarusian State Pedagogical University, 18 Sovietskaya Street, Minsk 220030, Belarus

Political discourse in the US is characterized by deep disagreements in assessing the outcome of Obama’s foreign
policy. The incumbent President keeps on trying to revise its results. The article is an overview of the most frequently used
arguments made by the main political opponents — the Republicans and the Democrats, by those who had been working for
the last two administrations and by the leading experts, who were directly involved in the elaboration and implementation
of the American foreign policy. Their arguments and views shape the public opinion and constitute the ideological basis for
the active politicians. The content of the article demonstrates that, despite the unity in determining the objectives of foreign
policy, there is a sharp divide in assessing the results that have been achieved, in choosing methods of achieving goals, and
the views on the strategy and tactics of ensuring national interests are diametrically opposed. The polarization of the ruling
circles seriously complicates the activities of the ruling administration. D. Trump’s electoral promises on foreign policy could
hardly be fulfilled without its substantial modification.
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TMonutnueckmii gyckypc B CIIA xapakTepusyeTcs: IITyO6OKMMY PasHOTJIACUSIMM B OLIEHKE MTOTOB BHEIHEN MOMUTUKU
B. O6ampbl. [IeiiCTBYIOIINIT MIPE3UIEHT He OCTaBJISIET IOIBITOK ITePECMOTPETh €e UTOrU. B cTaThbe MpenrpuHSITA MOIbITKA
060611IeHMST HanboJIee YacTo BCTPEYAIOIMXCS OI[EHOK U B3IJISIIOB OCHOBHBIX IMTOJIMTUYECKMX OTITIOHEHTOB — PEeCITyOIMKAHIIER
" IEMOKPATOB, TIOJTUTUKOB-TPAKTUKOB, BEIYIIX SKCIIEPTOB, MMEBIINX HEMIOCPEeCTBEHHOE OTHOIIIEH)E K Pa3paboTKe U pe-
aJM3alyy BHEIIHEOIUTUYECKOTO Kypca IBYX MOUIeTHUX afMUHUCTpaIMii. IX apryMeHTbl U B3MISAbl (POpMUPYIOT 001Ie-
CTBEHHOE MHeHMe, COCTABJISIOT UIEHHYI0 6a3y /s IeiiCTBYIoMMX MonuTuKoB. ComepskaHue CTaTbM TeMOHCTPUPYET, UTo,
HECMOTpS Ha eIMHCTBO B OMPeIeJIEHUM 11eJieli BHENTHE MOJIUTUKMA, METO/IbI JOCTVIKEHUS STUX LieJIeii, OLIEHKM TTOTyYEeHHbBIX
Pe3yJbTaTOB, B3IJISIAbI HA CTPATETUIO U TAKTUKY B 00eCIiedyeHN ! HAIIMOHAIbHBIX MHTEPECOB HOCST IMaMeTPaIbHO MPOTHUBO-
TTOJIOKHBIN xapakTep. [Tonsipu3annst MpaBsSIIuX KPYroB Cepbe3HO 3aTPYIHSIET JesiTeTbHOCTb AeCTBYIONIE afMUHUCTPA-
uyu. BeirmosiHeHre gaHHbIX [I. TpaMITIoM MpeaBbIGOPHBIX 00ellaHuii 6e3 cepbe3HOoi X MOAU(PUKALIMN TIPEICTABIISIETCS He-
BO3MOYXHBIM.
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The internal political discourse in the United States In this respect, the assessments of direct participants
is characterized by deep disagreements in the assess- in the events, politicians and experts, leading experts
ment of Obama’s foreign policy. The incumbent pre- that were directly relevant to the development and im-
sident does not abandon attempts to revise its results. plementation of the foreign policy course of the previ-
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ous republican and democratic administrations are of
particular interest. Their arguments and views consti-
tute the ideological basis for existing politicians and
form public opinion. The experts whose evaluations
are examined in this article include Leon Panetta, the
former head of the administration of B. Clinton, the
CIA director and the defense minister in the Obama
administration; Derek Chollet, deputy defense minis-
ter and national security adviser in the last democratic
administration, author of “The Long Game: How Oba-
ma Changed Washington and America’s Role in the
World” [1]; Vikram Singh is a leading specialist in the
Ministry of Defense, adviser to the Secretary of State
for South and South-East Asia in the same govern-
ment; Fareed Zakaria is one of the most influential and
popular political analysts and experts in the field of in-
ternational relations, the editor of Newsweek Interna-
tional, Robert Kaufman, a professor of political science
at the University of Pepperdine, author of “Danger-
ous Doctrine: How Great Obama’s Strategy Weakened
America” [2]; Eliot Cohen Professor, Director of the
Strategic Studies Program at Johns Hopkins University,
an expert on the problems of the Middle East, advisor
to Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, author of the
book “The Big Stick: The Limits of Soft Power and
the Necessity of Military Force” [3]; Kristen Silverberg,
Assistant Secretary of State and US Ambassador to the
European Union in the George W. Bush Administra-
tion, Michael Doran, Senior Fellow, Hudson University,
Member of the National Security Council and Leading
Specialist for the Middle East in the ] W. Bush, Michael
Mandelbaum, Professor of the Johns Hopkins Universi-
ty Center for International Relations Studies, author of
the book 2016 “Mission Failure: America and the Post-
Cold War Era” [4].

Foreign political heritage of B. Obama is severe-
ly criticized by his political opponents. The doctrinal
bases of politics are criticized, the promises are not
fulfilled, the results are negatively evaluated. Most
observers believe that Obama did not have a specific
foreign policy doctrine and, responding to the chal-
lenges that emerged, acted as a neorealist and a prag-
matist. At the same time, he is accused of the fact that
he, like R. Reagan or M. Thatcher, wanted to radical-
ly change US foreign policy based on his vision of the
world. In the opinion of critics, Obama considered
the process of reducing weight and the role of the Unit-
ed States in world affairs as an objective process and
advocated limiting the excess, depleting forces of US
power use, trying to replace military and economic le-
vers with mild force, sought to abandon unilateral ac-
tions in favor of multilateral cooperation. Neorealism
and pragmatism of Barack Obama manifested itself in
ignoring the aggressive nature of partner countries
with undemocratic power regimes and abandoning
priority relations with democratic countries and tra-
ditional allies. The attempt to implement such a policy

led to a weakening of positions in three vital regions
for the US - in Europe, the Middle East and East Asia
[5; 2, p. 7-60, 185-198]. Obama’s critics pointed to the
self-assurance of Obama, who believed that it was pos-
sible to solve complex international problems, such as
questions of Middle East politics, relying on new rhe-
toric and origin [6]. It is noted that Obama, like many
other politicians, is used to act in conditions when the
constants of international relations were the evolu-
tionary nature of their development and US leadership.
He was elected by the Americans so that he would re-
turn the soldiers home. He did this, but was not ready
for the newly emerged threats [4].

Unlike the successful foreign policy of such his pre-
decessors as G. Truman, D. Eisenhower or R. Reagan,
Obama cut defense spending. His plans could lead to
a reduction of the navy to 220 surface ships, which
would be less than before the outbreak of World War I
and the army in numbers less than on the eve of the
Second World War. Military expenditures averaged
3.1 % of GNP, while in Truman, Eisenhower, Kennedy
and Reagan they were 13, 9.1, 8.6 and 6.6 % respec-
tively. Under Reagan, 29 % of the federal budget was
spent on defense, with Obama almost half as much,
15 %. There is no alternative to American power in en-
suring order in the three key areas of the world. There-
fore, the US should continue to adhere to the doctrine
of American exclusiveness, to dominate the military
sphere [2, p. 39-60]. For reducing military spending,
which was the reason for the struggle to reduce the
deficit of the state budget, the president was also criti-
cized by his supporters. Panneta noted that the budget
sequestration, supported by both the Democrats and
the Republicans, was conducted without coordination
with the military and damaged the country’s defense
capability [7].

In hopes of establishing partnerships and cooper-
ation with Russia in the Middle East in 2009, Obama
stopped deployment of anti-missile defense systems
in Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic, which,
he believed, destabilized the situation and provoked
Russia. The result was a growing military threat to US
allies from Russia and Iran. Thanks to not muted mi-
crophones during the meeting between Medvedev and
Obama, the world learned about the intention of the
latter to continue the policy of pacification of Russia
after the presidential elections of 2012. A green light
was given to expand not only Russia, but also other re-
pressive regimes [5; 2, p. 61-96]. The policy of reset-
ting relations with Russia ended in failure. Relations
with Russia are worse than during the Cold War. In
2009, being in Moscow, Obama said that in the modern
world it is impossible to reflect on the categories of the
19th century, that the time of power politics, spheres
of influence and block systems is a thing of the past.
After the events in Ukraine in 2014, he had to admit
that this is exactly the policy pursued by Russia. The
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imposed sanctions against the Russian Federation are
not effective enough [6].

In his pre-election speeches and policy statements,
Obama promised to stop the bloodshed in the Middle
East and achieve success in Afghanistan, restore US
credibility in the world, reduce nuclear weapons and
strengthen the nuclear non-proliferation regime. The
war in Afghanistan continues. In Syria, there is the most
profound humanitarian crisis since the Second World
War - 0.5 million Syrians were killed, 13 million left
their homes [8].

The hasty withdrawal of Americans from Iraq cau-
sed the emergence of a vacuum that was filled by IGIL.
There is an increase in the influence of Iran, to a level
comparable to the 1970s. the presence and influence of
Russia increased. Obama broke strategic relations with
Israel by putting an extremely strict condition on the
refusal of construction in new territories. The Israelis
are negative about the deal with Iran [8].

A blow to US authority was the unfulfilled threat
of using military force against Assad if the latter used
chemical weapons and kept him in power, despite
Obama’s repeated statements that Assad should leave.
Responsibility for this lies solely with Obama, since
the use of force was expressed by the military, CIA Di-
rector, Secretary of State, a written protest was signed
by 51 State Department employees. Potentially there
were opportunities besides direct entry of troops into
Syria — no-fly zones, security zones as it was done in
Yugoslavia [7; 8].

Obama underestimated the importance of the Mid-
dle East. It is in the interests of the US and its allies to
maintain a balance of power when no country domi-
nates, the nuclear nonproliferation regime operates
and access to oil that is less important to the US re-
mains, but remains vital for their European allies and
Japan [5]. In the face of new challenges in the face of
China and internal problems, Obama wanted to es-
tablish partnerships with hostile US Iran. Despite the
agreement to limit its nuclear program in 2015, the
threat of Iran’s acquisition of nuclear weapons has not
been eliminated. The key moments of the agreement
will cease to be effective in 10 and 15 years. Iran has
been lifted sanctions, its financial resources have been
unblocked, but in violation of UN resolutions Iran con-
tinues its missile program, sponsors terrorist organiza-
tions [2, p. 97-144; 8]. Obama failed, as he had hoped,
to change the trajectory of Iran’s development — no
progressive changes are expected in the country, his
foreign policy has not changed. The balance of power
policy in the Middle East presupposes deterring Iran,
which seeks to become the dominant power in the
region and has greater resources for this than Iraq or
Turkey. Obama’s policy gave free hand to Iran, which
he used. Only the US can offer the region a stable or-
der system. Among other things, the events in Syria
are a manifestation of the conflict between Sunnis and

32

Shiites, in which the United States must support the
Sunnis [5].

In Asia, Obama, to the detriment of relations with
a democratic India, gave priority to China, which in-
creased its economic and military power. The latter
contains a potential threat to the security of the US
and its allies. Sooner or later, China will face the need
for domestic reforms, an alternative to which can be
external expansion. Weakness of the US provokes the
latter. The agreement on the Transatlantic partnership
is not supported by the policy of military and econo-
mic pressure on China. It is impossible to recognize
the success of the Paris agreements on the prevention
of climate change in 2015, as it harms the economic
interests of the United States, the agreement has not
received the support of the congress [2, p. 145-184].

The policy of nuclear disarmament declared by
Obama was fiasco. Russia and China modernized their
nuclear capabilities. North Korea continued its nuclear
program and was close to creating missiles capable of
reaching the US territory [8].

Obama’s supporters propose to evaluate the results
obtained on the basis of what legacy he got from George
W. Bush and whether the US was in a better position by
the time of the end of the presidency [9]. It is not true
that Obama rejected the idea of American leadership
or that he was against the use of military power. He
carried out a balanced policy, taking into account in-
ternal and external priorities [10]. In 2008, the United
States was in a difficult situation: the deepest in the
country since the Great Depression, which threatened
the economic crisis. In foreign policy — a dead end in
the Middle East, which limited the ability to respond to
new challenges. Bush relied excessively on the strength
component. Unilateral actions of George W. Bush were
not supported by US allies. Not enough attention was
paid to East Asia. Obama managed to restore the con-
fidence of the Allies [9].

The US refused excessive interference in the affairs
of other countries, from unpredictable military ad-
ventures, Obama fulfilled the promise of withdrawing
troops from Iraq and saved the lives of thousands of
American soldiers. In Iraq and Afghanistan in January
2009, there were 175,000 US troops, in December 2016,
15,000. Obama’s supporters recall that the agreement
on the withdrawal of troops was signed by Bush. The
reason for the transition of a large part of the Iraqi
military to the side of the IGSIL was the persecution
of Shiites by the Nuri al-Malaki government, which
is hard to blame Obama. To combat terrorists, special
operations and new technologies — drones — were ef-
fectively used. Under Bush, 10-12 billion US dollars
a month was spent on the war in Iraq and Afghanistan.
Costs with Obama were an order of magnitude less. On
2 May 2011, Osama bin Laden was liquidated [11].

In 2008, George W. Bush invaded Iraq under the
false pretext of having weapons of mass destruction
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there. In 2013, there really was such a weapon in As-
sad. And the question about it was resolved diplomati-
cally — 12 thousand tons of chemical weapons were de-
stroyed. It could be in the hands of terrorists. Accor-
ding to the calculations of the Pentagon, an attempt
at a military solution would lead to the destruction
of only 25-50 % of the available stockpiles of these
weapons. The threat of their capture by terrorists was
prevented. In Syria and Iraqg, not the Americans are
fighting now, but a broad coalition. Military options
were considered by the administration, but the presi-
dent proceeded from the fact that Syria is not the main
priority for the US and there are enough calls, the an-
swers to which require the consolidation of available
resources. Obama is accused of not supporting a mo-
derate opposition, but she was weak. He is sure that he
chose the lesser of evils [10].

In 2009, it was considered a matter of time that
Iran would receive a nuclear bomb. Iran had the ma-
terials to create at least one bomb. Attempts at nego-
tiations were not successful. The situation went out
of control, options for a military solution to the prob-
lem were considered. Under Obama, the US conducted
a successful cyber operation against the Iranian nuc-
lear program, secured the introduction of the strictest
sanctions and Russia’s consent to them, without which
they lost their meaning. The sanctions were support-
ed by China and the European allies. As a result of the
negotiations and the agreement of 2015, control mea-
sures have been introduced, there are no materials for
the creation of nuclear weapons, and there will be no
next 10-15 years [12].

Despite the disagreements between Obama and
Netanyahu, and understandable concern about the Ira-
nian threat from Israel, relations remain the closest.
Israel receives military-technical support from the Uni-
ted States at a greater than ever scale — 30 billion US
dollars in 2008-2018 [10].

In the relations with Russia, the success was the
conclusion of an agreement on a new reduction of the
nuclear potentials of the two countries of START III.
Russia cooperated with the United States on sanctions
against Iran and the war in Afghanistan. In worsening
relations, Obama can not be blamed. His actions should
be evaluated in terms of reaction to the actions of the
Russian side. After the events in Ukraine in 2014, the
USA and Western Europe imposed severe sanctions,
which cause serious damage to Russia [9].

The success of the administration was the policy in
the Pacific basin. Relations with the countries of the re-
gion for the United States are more important than the
Middle East. The US has a stable relationship with China,
a new relationship with Vietnam. In 2016, an agreement
was signed on the Trans-Pacific Partnership, which is
beneficial to the US and limits China’s influence. As an
accomplishment that has a long-term positive signifi-
cance not only for the United States, but for the entire

world community, Obama’s supporters cite the Paris
Agreements of 2015 on climate, in the preparation of
which the United States played a decisive role [12].

During the election campaign, D. Trump solidarized
with almost all the arguments of critics of Obama’s
foreign policy, while he argued that “... after the end
of the Cold War, the United States could not develop
a new vision for the new era, with time, foreign poli-
cy had less and less meaning, which gave birth to one
misfortune after another. Iraq, Libya, Egypt, Syria — it
all started with the dangerous idea that we can build
Western democracy in countries that have neither the
relevant experience nor the interest to become West-
ern democracy .... Our foreign policy has no goal, vi-
sion, strategy, a certain direction” Trump claimed that
only he could remedy this situation. He considered it
possible to pursue a foreign policy, which will support
both Democrats and Republicans. It was not ruled out
that it was possible to improve relations with Russia
on the basis of a joint fight against terrorism, but on
conditions that were exceptionally favorable for the
United States. It was intended to force the NATO al-
lies to pay more or take care of their own defense, to
force China to abandon the manipulation of the na-
tional currency and industrial espionage, and to mini-
mize the trade deficit in trade with it, to restore US
military dominance at the expense of the expected
revenues from reformed on the basis of low taxes and
investments in the infrastructure of the economy. The
program proposals included the restriction of illegal
immigration and the construction of an insurmoun-
table wall on the border with Mexico at its expense, the
denunciation of the treaty with Iran, the withdrawal
from the North American Free Trade Zone and the Pa-
ris Climate Agreements, the denial, as far as possible,
of multilateral cooperation and commitments to inter-
national organizations in favor of greater freedom of
the US and resolution of issues on a bilateral basis [13].

The fate of B. Obama’s foreign policy heritage de-
pends on the actions of his receiver. Practice of the
first half-year of D. Trump’s rule demonstrates inabili-
ty to fulfill the undertaken obligations. And it’s not
just an understandable discrepancy between pre-elec-
tion rhetoric and real politics. Opponents and suppor-
ters of B. Obama are adherents of the idea of American
exclusiveness and maintaining the dominant position
of the United States in world politics, so the difference
in approaches to this or that question is substantial-
ly leveled. Promised by D. Trump, there will not be
a sharp turn. But the existing disagreements make
it unlikely that the consensus needed between the
Democrats and the Republicans on the methods and
means to achieve the desired goals is necessary for an
effective foreign policy. Fears are a potential threat of
immediate, irresponsible decisions of the aspiring to
justify themselves in the eyes of voters and promised
to make America again a great president.

33



Kypnaa Besopycckoro rocyiapcTBeHHOr0 yHuBepcurera. MesxkayHapoasbie orHomenus. 2018;1:30-34
Journal of the Belarusian State University. International Relations. 2018;1:30-34

References

1. Chollet D. The long game: how Obama defied Washington and redefined America’s role in the world. New York: Public
Affairs; 2016. 228 p.
2. Kaufman RG. Dangerous doctrine: how Obama’s grand strategy weakened America. Lexington: University Press of Ken-
tucky; 2016. 296 p.
3. Cohen E. The big stick: the limits of soft power and the necessity of military force. New York: Basic Books; 2016. 304 p.
4. Mandelbaum M. Mission failure: America and the world in the post-cold war era. New York: Oxford University Press;
2016. 504 p.
5. Doran M. Does the Middle East still matter? The Obama doctrine and U.S. policy [cited 2017 September 10]. Available
from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hn9vGIiWrNg.
6. Cohen E. Obama’s foreign policy is a failure (full debate) [cited 2017 September 20]. Available from: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=QxT1i-jTYFA.
7. Panetta L. 2016 The George P. Shultz lecture series [cited 2017 June 3]. Available from: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=gE642zsbxd4.
8. Silverberg K. Obama’s foreign policy is a failure (full debate) [cited 2017 September 20]. Available from: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=0QxT1i-jTYFA.
9. Chollet D. President Obama’s foreign policy legacy [cited 2017 September 10]. Available from: https://www.c-span.
org/video/?414746-1/derek-chollet-discusses-long-game.
10. Chollet D. Does the Middle East still matter? The Obama doctrine and U.S. policy [cited 2017 September 10]. Available
from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hn9vGIiWrNg.
11. Zakaria F. The legacy of Barack Obama [cited 2017 September 20]. Available from: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=I8a1tKHMaSY.
12. Singh V. Obama’s foreign policy is a (full debate) [cited 2017 September 20]. Available from: https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=0QxT1i-jTYFA.
13. Trump D. Donald Trump’s entire foreign policy speech; The Center of National Interest, CNN, 27" April 2016 [cited
2017 September 10]. Available from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4Q s6cXSv_8.

Received by editorial board 23.11.2017.



