
97

Special Section

Barack Obama’s election, along with a 
Democratic majority in Congress, was 
a historic opportunity to build a new 

security agenda that would also be central to 
Washington’s foreign policy. This new agenda 
was not merely a response to the change in ad­
ministration and party, but was deemed urgent 
and necessary given the precarious international 
situation in which the U.S. found itself after the 
imposition of hard power during the George W. 
Bush administration.

Obama faced the challenge of containing 
foreign threats and recovering the international 
legitimacy of the United States. This called for 
a fresh foreign policy strategy, based on the fun­
damental tenets of the theory and practice of 
smart power.1 As Obama’s current term of office draws to 
a close, discussions have centered on the feasibility of the 
strategy’s progress and for him to fully implement the secu­
rity agenda as originally put forward, measured against the 
high expectations raised by his proposal for a transformative 
change and given the restrictions imposed by the Republicans’ 

winning a majority in Congress at the 2010 midterm elec­
tions. So far it has been possible to implement a part of this 
agenda given the need to recover the country’s international 
legitimacy, since this strategy has enabled Washington to 
create the necessary conditions to develop a safe environment 
for itself.

U.S. Security and the Bush Legacy

Bush’s administration, along with the second generation of 
neoconservatives in power,2 clearly represented a return to 
a realistic foreign policy. This coincided with, and became 
strengthened by, the 9/11 terrorist attacks. After that, the 
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administration focused its energy on fighting against global 
and state-sponsored terrorism. In this sense, the entire world, 
not just the United States, underwent a process of securitiza­
tion, as a result of the reductive discourse brought about by 
this new war on terror. Bush warned the whole world, “Either 
you are with us, or with the terrorists.” Ultimately, a global 
geopolitical design was being created, based on the transposing 
of borders.3 New security frontiers were drawn, right up to the 
boundaries of the “axis of evil” countries: Iran, Iraq, and North 
Korea. This all combined to create a unilateral foreign policy 
and the application of the doctrine of preventive action, or 
the Bush doctrine.4

Bush overestimated the effectiveness of the use of force 
by thinking that his recalcitrant approach would reflect the 
United States’ overwhelming power and that it would reinstate 
the nation as the global police force. However, it achieved pre­
cisely the opposite: Washington’s credibility plummeted and 
its power was undermined; its traditional allies and public 
opinion were shocked by the United States’ course of action, 
both in the invaded territories and with regard to its own im­
age.5 Moreover, the U.S. economy began to slip, and this was 
exacerbated by the cost of the war: up until 2008 the com­
bined cost of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan was US$963 
billion, while the budget deficit had reached US$459 billion.6 

Topping it all, the United States had failed to create the 
security it craved both domestically and abroad, with the 
resulting threat for the country itself and its allies. Its inter­
national borders remained porous —organized crime has 
penetrated 232 cities, while the flow of immigrants, represent­
ing a threat to security according to the far right, dropped by 
just one per cent in 2008. Osama bin Laden was still alive, 
and al-Qaeda and the Taliban had not been defeated, and both 
Iran and North Korea continued their nuclear programs. 

Obama and the Smart Power Strategy 

On his arrival at the White House, Barack Obama faced a 
bleak situation, although this did not spell the end of U.S. 
supremacy by any means. Despite losing international legiti­
macy, the United States continued to be the world’s leading 
economic and military power.7 Its political authority had in­
deed weakened due to the straining of diplomatic relations 
with some of its traditional allies such as the European Union, 
and to the global financial crisis. Expectations were sky-high 
after Obama’s election, both at home and abroad. He was not 

only seen as a politician with a different (progressive) ap­
proach, but as the first African-American president, he auto­
matically represented a turning point in the country’s history. 
Rather than the global situation itself, it appeared that the 
arrival of a non-establishment president was what truly marked 
the beginning of a new era.

But did this really mark a turning point that would change 
the direction of the security agenda for the U.S. and the rest 
of the world? Would it provide an effective guarantee of se­
curity, averting another 9/11 and dispensing with preventive 
action? The new strategy’s substantial change was the rec­
ognition that the U.S. could not face the world’s security prob­
lems alone, given the political and economic costs of such an 
approach. Obama’s main challenge was not just to identify 
and tackle security threats, but also to regain the credibility 
lost. He needed an alternative strategy that would genuinely 
work, both in practice and politically, to the satisfaction of the 
majority; a plan that would position the country as a leading 
international player that still had a viable and necessary role 
in maintaining international order.

With a view to forwarding U.S. interests in the world,8 
security strategy was redesigned using the idea of smart 
power, “the skillful combination of both hard power and soft 
power.”9 Therefore, “to meet today’s challenges, the United 
States must harness …[its] military, diplomatic, economic, 
information, legal, and moral strength in an integrated and 
balanced fashion.”10 By recognizing that “no one nation —no 
matter how powerful— can meet global challenges alone,”11 
the strategy favors soft power over hard power, with the latter 
used as a last resort in case diplomacy, the best means of 
resolving conflicts, proves ineffective. Therefore the United 
States sought to strengthen its commitments with tradition­
al allies and even create new ones with key actors (for exam­
ple, with the bric countries). This would show the world its 
new face, one of a country involved and interested in the com­
mon good by embracing the achievement of the global good. 
The ultimate goal was to expand U.S. influence, helping to 
legitimize its actions.

The new strategy’s substantial change 
was the recognition that the U.S. could not face 

the world’s security problems alone, 
given the political and economic costs 

of such an approach. 
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Deploying Smart Politics:
Toward a New Security Agenda?

The strategy that led to the war on terrorism did not pro­
duce the desired outcome. This fact, added to the critical eco­
nomic and political situation facing the world and the United 
States, required an urgent and fundamental reformulation 
of the U.S. security agenda. Security could no longer be seen 
as a purely military issue, but also as an economic, political, 
and social one. Not only because the United States’ interna­
tional legitimacy had been damaged, but also because Amer­
icans themselves had become disenchanted with the Bush 
administration’s predominantly dogmatic foreign policy and 
neglect of domestic politics.

Given Obama’s recognition that “our prosperity provides 
a foundation for our power, it pays for our military [and] it 
underwrites our diplomacy,”12 he has been cautious in deal­
ing with foreign policy and security issues (Libya is a good 
example). He has chosen pressing matters that had spilled 
over into the start of his term in office from the Bush admin­
istration. Therefore he prioritized the non-proliferation of 
weapons of mass destruction, fighting al-Qaeda, withdrawing 
troops from Iraq, recovering the United States’ international 
respectability and leadership, all related to the rebuilding of the 
economy and promotion of American values abroad.13

There was still concern that weapons of mass destruction 
could fall into terrorist hands. Obama therefore modified U.S. 
nuclear strategy, which was complemented by the signature 
of the start treaty with Russia. This move helped defuse 
the tension created by Bush after he abandoned the abm 
treaty and deployed the anti-missile shield, and it also sub­
sequently facilitated Russian support in applying sanctions 
on Iran. He also displayed a cautious willingness to enter into 
dialogue with Iran and North Korea.

For Obama, the United States must still be defended 
against the threat of terrorism. But he broke with Bush’s 
discourse of the war against global terrorism, so he applied 
a demilitarization policy principally focused on Iraq and Af­

ghanistan.14 In Afghanistan, he raised the number of troops 
by 30 000, and refrained from reporting on all his activities 
in Pakistan, which resulted in the killing of Bin Laden, has­
tening the troop withdrawal.15 

Afghanistan is still in chaos and unable to develop a dem­
ocratic regime as a failed state and given the Taliban’s pres­
ence (although for now the U.S. government negotiates with 
them in order to bring an end to hostilities). After Bin Laden’s 
assassination, Washington considers al-Qaeda to be on the 
verge of collapse.16

Obama’s 2009 speech in Cairo showed his willingness to 
shore up relations between the United States and the Mus­
lim world. And the Arab Spring presented an even greater 
opportunity to deepen the relationship with Muslim coun­
tries and to redefine U.S. policy toward the Middle East.17 
But while Muslim countries reacted favorably to Washing­
ton’s newly conciliatory message, the U.S. position on the 
Israel-Palestine dispute has raised suspicions and caused 
discomfort among some actors in the region.18

Domestically, the United States remains unable to pro­
tect itself from insecurity, its goal since 9/11. Obama is pres­
sured from all sides, especially by the more radical elements 
in U.S. politics, currently led by the Tea Party movement.19 
These sectors protest the lack of border security that in their 
view would contain the immediate threat to national secu­
rity: immigration and organized crime. But they are not just 
protesting. Recently they have carried out specific measures 
to apply pressure (such as sb1070), in an attempt to challenge 
Obama, to show that an outsider cannot meet the responsi­
bilities of being president. These political setbacks have en­
tangled the United States in an economic and financial crisis 
along with the rest of the world. On the one hand, ques­
tions are being asked about the U.S. government’s credibil­
ity in tackling economic issues; at the same time Obama’s 
hands are tied to prevent him from effectively and fully de­
ploying his smart policy on all fronts and international arenas 
as originally planned.

Final Considerations

The break with George W. Bush’s foreign policy was not 
only a result of Barack Obama’s type of political project, but 
also because of international events. The security agenda has 
been designed to prioritize conflictive issues, rather than con­
flictive relations, which help restore the United States’ in­

Domestically, the U. S. remains unable 
to protect itself from insecurity, its goal since 9/11. 

Obama is pressured from all sides, especially 
by the more radical elements in U.S. politics, 

currently led by the Tea Party movement.
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ternational credibility. In this sense, U.S. security no longer 
depends solely on mounting a defense against traditional 
and cross-border threats, but also on the handling of foreign 
policy and the ability to persuade allies using solid arguments, 
and obviously on its domestic situation, too.

For the time being Obama’s administration has been fo­
cused on a transitional period, to clear the way for Washington 
to start a process of returning and regaining its international 
standing. Smart power seems likely to remain a valid strategy, 
not just as a means to meet these objectives but also given 
budget cuts: the agreement to raise the debt ceiling to US$14.2 
trillion dollars entailed a major cut (US$350 billion) in defense 
spending for the next decade.

Therefore, the next U.S. president will have to design 
his or her security agenda very carefully, especially if choos­
ing to use hard power. This could be the opportunity for the 
country to consolidate its image-rebuilding exercise and to 
reap the fruits of Obama’s smart power strategy that so far 
has shown more strengths than weaknesses.

Expectations were sky-high after Obama’s election; 
both at home and abroad it appeared that the arrival 

of a non-establishment president was what truly 
marked the beginning of a new era.
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